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Introduction 
The purpose or this study, stated in the broadest 
terms, is to reveal the significance or three Tudor 
biographies in the background of Shakespearean tragedy. 
The three biographies, More's Richard III, Roper's More, 
and Cavendish's Wolsey, have been approached or at least 
noticed by previous scholarship in a number of ways: 
{1) as early texts to be edited for their own sake; 
{2) as examples of Tudor prose style; (3) as histories, 
with attention to their historical accuracy and 
historiographical technique; (4) as biographies, with 
attention to the development of biography as a genre; 
(5) as sources of historical raw material used in the 
plays of Shakespeare and other Elizabethans; {6) and as 
examples or the de casibus tradition in the heritage of 
Elizabethan tragedy. 1 But to my knowledge, they have 
1 Listed in accordance with the categories numbered 
above, the most userul and/or most recent works of 
scholarship dealing with or touching upon these 
biographies are as follows: (1) More's History of King 
Richard III, ed. J. R. Lumby (London, .1883) ; "The History 
of King Richard the Third," in The English Works of Sir 
Thomas More, ed. W. E. Campbell, I (London, 1931) ; William 
Roper•s The Life of Sir Thomas More (London, 1822); 
William Roper's The L fe of Sir Thomas Moore kni te, ed. 
Elsie Vaughan Hitchcock, EETS London, 1935 ; George 
Cavendish's The Life and Death of Thomas Wolsey, ed. F. S. 
Ellis (London, 1899); George Cavendish's The Life and 
Death of Cardinal Wolsey, ed. Richard s. Sylvester, EETS (London, 1959); (2) R. W. Chambers, On the Continuity o:f 
English Prose from Alfred to More and his School, EETS 
(London, 1932, 1950) ; (3) Wallace K. Ferguson, The 
never been approached before in the manner or with the 
particular objectives attempted in this study. 
Although the excellence of their prose style has 
2 
been noticed, their merits as historiography and biography 
have been examined, and their dramatic quality in general 
parenthetically remarked, they have never been adequately 
studied as works of art. When considered at all as art, 
they have been approached separately or from a point of 
view which ignored their structural similarities. 
Renaissance in Historical Thought (Boston, 1948); W. R. 
Trimble, "Early Tudor His.toriography: 1485-1548," rm;., XI (1950), 30-44; Leonard F. Dean, "Literary Problems in 
More's Richard III," PMLA, LVIII (1943); 22-41; (4) 
Donald Stauffer, En lish Bio ra h .Before 1 00 {Cambridge, 
Mass., 1930); (5 W. G. Boswell-Stone, ad., Shakespeare 1 s 
Holinshed (London, 1896); G. B. Churchill, "Richard III.up 
to Shakespeare, n Palaestra, X { 1900) ; 1.-54~r; · ~Ba.1dwin.' 
hfuxwell, Studies in the Shakespeare-Apocrypha (New York, 
1956); Horace Howard Furness, ad., A New Variorum Edition 
of Shakespeare (Philadelphia, 1871-1956); R. A. Foakes, 
ad., King Henry VIII in the new Arden Shakespeare (London, 
1957); E. K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of 
Facts and Problems (Oxford, 1930); P. L. Wiley, 
"Renaissance E:x::.ploitation of Cavendish's Life of Wolsey,n 
SP, XLIII (1946), 121-146; Felix E. Schelling, The 
English Chronicle Play (New York, 1902) ; Richard s. 
Syl vaster, ad., nAppendix D" in Cavendish 1 s Life and Death 
of Cardinal Wolsey, EETS (London, 1959); Irving Ribner, 
The En lish Histor Pla in the A e of Shakes eare 
Princeton, 1957 ; Lily B. ampbell, Shakespeare's 
"Histories" (San :Marino,.Cal., 1947); E. M. W. T;iJ,lyard, 
Shakes~eare 1 s History Plays (New York, 1946); (~}~Reward 
Baker, Induction to Tragedy (Baton Rouge, 1939); Willard 
Farnham, The Medieval Heritage of Elizabethan Tragedy 
· (Berkeley, 1936); Lily B. Campbell, Tudor Conceptions 
of History and Tragedy in ttA Mirror for Magistrates" 
(Berkeley, 1936) and 11 Introduction," The Mirror f·or . 
Magistrates, ad., Lily B. Campbell (Cambridge, '1938)-: 
For a more complete lis:t see bibliography. 
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Consequently it has not been recognized that they 
represent a particular Tudor literary form distinguished 
on the one hand from medieval royal chronicles, saints' 
lives, and de casibus literature and on the other hand 
from other types of Tudor history and from the 
biographical mirror literature. Another consequence of 
the limitations of previous approaches to these 
biographies is that their significance in the history 
of pre-Shakespearean tragic art has been overlooked or, 
at best, inadequately interpreted because they have not 
been viewed together and because their essentially 
dramatic form has been usually ignored. Furthermore, 
the question of their influence on those Shakespearean 
plays for which they have long been ac~owledged as, 
ultimate source materials has not been raised in the 
light provided by an analysis of their dramatic 
structure. 2 
Despite the absence of any adequate study of these 
biographies as art, occasional provocative passages calling 
attention to their dramatic quality may be found in works 
dealing primarily with other problems. For instance, in 
a footnote to a study dealing with More's Richard III as 
2 The plays referred to are R.III, H.VIII, and Sir 
Thom. More. The schol~rship referred t,o is that listed 
in categories (5) and ~6) of footnote 1 and in the 
bibliography. 
history, Leonard F. Dean writes: 
This distinction between a medieval 
chronicle or theatrical humanist 
history and a narrative like More's 
resembles that between melodrama and 
tragedy. A melodrama administers 
shocks by piling up horrors which are 
insufficiently motivated because they 
are dependent upon coincidence or acts 
of God. In a tragedy the excess of 
tragic feeling is removed from the 
actual catastrophe and transferred to 
apparently insignificant events. 
This is done by exp~sition of causes 
and dramatic irony. 
4 
This appreciation of More's dramatic structure and 
dramatic irony in Richard III is interesting, but it is 
only a footnote in an essay which is primarily concerned 
with possible classical influences on More as an 
historian. 
Another simila:O instance can be found in ~. M. Vv. 
Tillyard's Shakespeare's History Plays. Tillyard \vrites 
of More's Richard III: 
I should guess that it not only set 
the pattern of Shakespearets Richard III 
but was a direct incitement to him to 
write dramatically rather thah 
anecdotally.4 
This recognition of a dramatic "pattern" in More's work 
suggests that it might prove fruitful to analyse the 
3 Dean, :p., ~39. 
4 Tillyard, p. 39. 
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structure or the biography, but Tillyard is here concerned 
with other problems and simply drops the remark in 
passing. 
The skill or Roper in presenting character 
dramatically is implied in a passage or a recent work by 
Irving Ribner. In discussing the biographical play, Sir 
Thomafr··More, which he believes to be in part the work or 
Shakespeare, Ribner writes: 
There is little connection between 
these events [the events or the play], 
but all serve to show the wit, 
generosity, and good nature or More. 
The rinal group or scenes exhibits 
More 1 s rerusal to sign the ]:eing1 sr 
articles, his consequent rall rrom 
power, and his execution. For all 
or their material the authors seem 
to have gone mainly to Roperts lire 
or More •••• 5 . 
Although this is intended primarily as an acknowledgment 
or Roper as the main source of the play, it does imply 
that Roper's characterization is largely responsible for 
the dramatic unity that the play achieves. It is also 
interesting that Ribner considers this play one or the 
most dramatically errective or those plays which he 
classiries as nbiographical.n6 But here again we have 
5 Ribner, p. 212. 
6 Ribner writes that it is ttprobably the most 
important or the biographical plays, both ror its value 
as drama and ror the unique rorm in which it has come 
down to us •••• " p. 209. 
only the slightest hint that one of' these biographies 
has important dramatic qualities. 
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The dramatic quality of' Cavendish's Wolsey has also 
been briefly acknowledged but never adequately examined. 
Willard Farnham, discussing Cavendish's Wolsey as an 
example of de casibus tragedy writes that Cavendish leaves 
us with the :reeling that Wolsey 
both deserved his heroia· place in the 
world and deserved his tragic :tall, 
the :tact that his tragedy is stretched 
upon the :rrame of' Fortune's wheel 
being only of' conventional importance. 
In short, we are lef't with the sort of' 
emotion that comes of' following a 
tragedy subtly dramatic. We have pity 
and :rear not so much because of' 
Wolsey1 s weakness against a cruel 
world as because of' Wolsey's strength 
against it, which was so much greater 
than that of' the unheroic man, yet 
could not be per:rect. 7That way lies Shakespearean tragedy. 
This perceptive remark arouses the reader's curiosity 
concerning a "subtly dramatic" quality in Cavendish1 s 
biography and suggests also that the biography may be 
of some importance in the background of Shakespearean 
tragedy. But this passage, like those quoted above, 
is merely an aside in Prof'essor Farnham1 s booko 
Cavendish's Wolsey is included because it is an example 
of' the use of' the allegory of' Fortune's wheel despite 
7 Farnham, p. 276. 
7 
the ~act that, as Professor Farnham himself points out, 
this allegory is "only o~ conventional importance" in 
Cavendish's biography. A careful structural analysis of 
Cavendish's achievement in tragic art is beyond the scope 
of Professor Farnham's work since he is committed 
throughout his study to the limited problem of tracing 
examples of the conventional allegory of Fortune 1 s wheel. 
It is also worth noting that in this standard work on 
the native heritage of Elizabethan tragedy Roper's 
biography is merely mentioned as the source of the play 
Sir Thomas More and More's Richard III ls not mentioned 
at all. 
A more deliberately pointed suggestion of the 
artistic merits of Cavendish's Wolsey and its inadequately 
recognized relationship to Shakespeare appears in Richard 
s. Sylvesterts new, and probably definitive, edition of 
the biography. In a footnote to his Introduction, 
Sylvester, who probably knows Cavendish1 s work more 
thoroughly than any other modern scholar, remarks upon 
the curious indifference o~ literary critics to 
Cavendish's achievement. He writes: 
Historians have, in general,.··been much 
more ready to take cognizance of 
Cavendish's artistic ability than have 
the literary critics upon whose 
shoulders that task would seem most 
naturallY to devolve. Mattingly's 
remark (Catherine of Aragon, Boston, 
1941, p. 459) is typical: 'Direct 
quotations [in his account or the 
divorce triail are rrom Cavendish, 
not because ram sure he got all the 
speeches verbatim, but because the 
temptation to steal Cavendish's 
language when one can is irresistible.r 8 
8 
Sylvester appears to hold the view that past scholarship 
has underestimated the importance or Cavendish's Wolsey 
in dealing with Henry VIII, ror in another rootnote he 
writes: 
I have not attempted here to enter 
into the much-vexed question or the 
authorship or Henry VIII, but it 
might be suggested that a closer 
examination or the uses to which 
the play's author [s] put the Lire 
(a subject which to my knowledge 
has never been rully investigated) 
might cast additional light on the 
composition or the play itselr.9 
Sylvester's remarks on Cavendish1 s Wolsey, like those 
previously cited on More 1 s Richard III and Roper 1 s More, 
make it apparent that a close analysis or the dramatic 
structure or these three Tudor biographies conducted in a 
single study and with attention to their signiricance in 
the backgr0und or Shakespearean tragedy would be a userul 
contribution to scholarship. That is the problem which 
this study will attempt to investigate. 
To be quite speciric the problem will be limited to 
8 Sylvester, Introduction to The Lire and Death or 
Cardinal Wolsey, p. xxxv. 
9 Sylvester, "Appendix D,ff p. 271. 
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establishing the following hitherto unrecognized 
conclusions concerning these biographies: (1) that in 
terms of structural form they represent a type of literary 
composition to be distinguished from other types (i.e. 
medieval chronicles, saints 1 lives, and de casibus 
literature); (2) that their structural form achieves 
a tragic perspective on man differing radically from 
medieval tragic conceptions; (3) that they represent an 
unrecognized factor in the environment of pre-Shakespearean 
tragedy which antedates The Mirror for Magistrates, the 
Senecan revival and the tragedies of Kyd and Marlowe; 
(4} that the dramatic form and tragic perspective which 
they gave to de casibus trggedy certainly anticipated 
and probably influenced Shakespearean de casibus tragedy; 
(5) that their existence as a literary type and their 
influence on other literature, including the mirror 
literature, may qualify claims that have been made 
concerning the significance of The Mirror for Magistrates 
in the evolution of Shakespearean tragedy; (6) that they 
were in some cases the direct source and in some cases 
the ultimate source of specific tragic patterns in three 
plays attributed wholly or partly to Shakespeare; {?) 
and that their intrinsic value as art and their historical 
importance in the background of Shakespeare deserves wider 
recognition. 
10 
Since the method of' analysis to be us.ed dif'fers 
. importantly f'rom the approach most frequently adopted 
in studying the ·antecedents of' Shakespearean tragedy, 
it requires some-explanation in advance. This method 
is well established among Continental art historians 
and especially those who have f'ollowed the lead of' 
Heinrich Woelf'flin. 10 The method was suggested by Erwin 
Panofskyt s very enlightening Meaning in the Vif?ual Arts 
and the application of' the method to literature was 
stimulated by Erich Auerbach 1 s Mimes:is: The Representation 
·of' Reality in Western Literature arid Wylie Sypher's Fo'Ur 
Stages of Renaissance Style. Essential to the approach, 
in so far as this study is concerned, is the distinction 
between the terms "iconography" and tticonologyn as used by 
this s.chool of criticism. Iconographical analysis of' a 
work of literature is the act of recognizing in it and 
abstracting from it conventional concepts, themes, 
. allegories or stories, and it draws upon a knowledge of 
the popular devices and literary sources of a particular 
period. Iconological interpretation, on the other hand, 
is an attempt to reveal the significance of the manner 
in which conventional materials were used and transmuted 
10 See his Renaissance and Barock (Munich, 1907) , 
Classic Art (New York, 1952} and especially his influential 
Principles of Art History (New York, 1932, 1951) • 
by artistic form under varying historical conditions. 
Hence, iconological interpretation depends upon 
iconographical analysis as a preliminary step, but it 
involves a further effort to understand the intrinsic 
11 
meaning of the work of art as conditioned by the artistts 
sense of life and the Weltanschauung of his age. 11 For 
instance, iconographical analysis of Cavendish's Wolsey 
-· (1558) and Lydgate 1 s The Fall of Princes (1430) will 
reveal that both made use of the conventional medieval 
11 Perhaps the following example of iconological 
analysis of literature will serve to clarify the 
distinction. Discussing the difference between 
medieval and Renaissance realism, Wylie Sypher writes: 
"Though medieval art placed man at the center, its 
structure did not have a convincing humanistic focus. 
The intricate romances of Chretien de Troyes, for 
example, have many realistic anecdotes, and the 
characters have a sensitive psychological mechanism •••• 
Yet Chretien's responsive creatures inhabit a 
"romantic 1 or magical landscape, which allows the 
marvelous .to happen, but not the 'probable,• so 
that the anecdotes cannot take on .. their full human 
meaning. The probable does not occur until 
characters live in a coherently organized world where 
events are more responsibly managed and converge, 
inevitably, toward a climax--or a 'vanishing pointt 
of plot.n Four Stages of Renaissance Style (Garden 
City, N.Y., 1955), p. 68. It will be noticed that 
this analysis focuses upon the structure of Chretien's 
narrative (i.e. its anecdotal nature and lack of plot) 
and that from these structural characteristics 
conclusions are drawn about the medieval sense of 
reality. This is iconological analysis. On the other 
hand, had our atte~tion been called to Chretien's use 
of the convention; of courtly love, a convention which 
is still very much alive in the Renaissance when a 
quite different narrative structure prevails, then 
the approach would have been iconographical. 
12 
allegory o~ the wheel of Fortune, but it will be necessary 
to attempt an iconological interpretation of the literary 
~orm o~ each to reveal the very considerable di~~erence 
in their tragic vision of man and the world. As Erwin 
Panofsky states it: 
Iconological interpretation ••• requires 
something more than a familiarity with 
specific themes or concepts as 
transmitted through literary sources. 
When we wish to get.hold of those 
basic principles which underlie the 
choice and presentation of motifs, 
as well as the production and 
interpretation of images, stories 
and allegories, and which give meaning 
even to the formal arrangements and 
technical procedures employed, we 
cannot hope to ~ind an individual 
text which would fit those basic 
_prinetples as John 13:21 ft. fits 
the iconography of the Last Supper. 
To grasp these principles we need 
a mental faculty comparable to that 
of a diagnostician--a faculty which 
I cannot describe better than by 
the rather discredited term 
nsynthetic intuition,» and which 
may be better developed in a 
talented1~ayman than in an erudite scholar. 
What little investiga~ing has been done in the past 
on the relations of More's Richard III, Roperts More, 
and Cavendish~s Wolsey to Shakespearean tragedy has been 
12 Erwin Panofsky, niconography and Iconology: An 
Introduction to the Study of Renaissance Arttt in Meaning 
in the Visual Arts (Garden City, N.Y., 1955), p. 38. 
13 
limited almost entirely to an iconographical approach.l3 
This study, borrowing a concept from recent historians 
of art, attempts iconological interpretation as well in 
so far as it is helpful. 
13 The iconographical approach to the problem of 
the relation of de casibus tragedy to Elizabethan tragedy 
limits the following special studies: Willard Farnham, 
The Medieval Herita e of Elizabethan Tra ed (See 
quotation pp. 7 and ff. ; Howard • Patch, The Goddess 
Fortuna in Medieval Literature (Cambridge, ~~ss., 1927); 
Lily B. Campbell, Tudor Conceptions of History and 
Tragedy in "A Mirror for Magistrates"; Howard Baker, 
Induction to Tragedy. - Recent general histories of 
literature reflect an estimate of the biographies of 
More, Roper, and Cavendish wh.ich rests e:x:clusi vely upon 
an iconographical approae:Jh when discussing the relation 
of the biographies to tragedy. For instance, C. S. Lewis 
writes of Cavendish's Wolsey that the !bobk~:conf:orms 
perfectly to the medieval pattern of rtragedie.rn 
English .Literature in the Sixteenth Century (Oxf'ord, 
1954), p. 287. And Douglas Bush writes: "Another 
important biographical tradition was that.represented by 
the long succession of works in verse deriving from 
Boccaccio's De Casibus Virorum Illustrium, which 
mirrored the lives of great sinners struck down by the 
hand of God, and great men brought low by the turn of 
Fortune's wheel or through a defect of character. An 
example .of that dramatic conception was Cavendish's 
Thomas Wolseg···•tt English Literature in the Earlier 
Seventeenth entury (Oxford, 1945), p. 216. The 
studies which discuss the biographies as ultimate 
sources of material used in Shakespearean tragedies 
(Ct. category (5) o~ footnote 1} either ignore ~he form 
of the biographies or see it in strictly iconographical 
terms. 
Chapter I 
The Medieval Heritage o:t: More, Roper and 
Cavendish in Biography and Tragedy 
14 
To appreciate the achievement o:t: More, Roper and 
Cavendish in Tudor literature, we must see how they 
solv~d-a problem in literary form, the problem o:t: giving 
dramatic expression in biography to a tragic vision o:t: 
man. To do so, we must seek the answers to several 
questions. What were the characteristics o:t: the 
medieval biographical forms they inherited, and 
what was the typical vision o:t: man and life implied by 
these :forms? What was the conventional medieval 
conception o:t: tragedy, in what literary :form was it 
' generally expressed, and what were the implications o:t: 
this :form? Finally, in cons.idering these questions, 
particular attention must be given to :potentially 
dramatic elements, or the lack o:t: them, in medieval 
biography and tragedy. Only when these questions are 
answered will it be :possible to see what was new in the 
form that More, Roper and Cavendish achieved and what 
relation it had to Shakespearean tragedy. 
First let us examine the conventional :forms of 
biography knovm to the Middle Ages. The t wo dominant 
:forms of full-length biography were the royal chronicle 
and the saintrs life or hagiography. A third semi-
15 
biogr~phical form was what is usually called de casibus 
literature, lar.ge collections of brief lives in verse, 
but this is more properly considered as the typical form 
of medieval tragedy and will be examined later from that 
point of view. 
The royal chronicle was a sub-species of medieval 
historiography, The earlier examples in this kind, such 
as Bishop Asser 1 s Life of Alfred (974), are little more 
than diary-like entries of the principal public events 
that occurred in a king 1 s.reign. Hence, they are closer 
to history proper than to biography in any modern sense. 
In later royal chronicles more attention was given to 
characterizing anecdotes, eulogy, and explanatory 
transitions between events, but despi~e these 
embellishments, the later royal chronicles were 
essentially histories of limited scope. How little 
this form had developed by the beginning of the 
sixteenth century is evident in an anonymous Life of 
King Henry V, written in 1513 and therefor exactly 
contemporary with More '·s very different History of 
Richard IIr.l4 
This work is primarily a chronicle of Henry1 s wars 
in France. The main events of Henry 1 s reign are 
14 The First English Life of King Henry the Fifth, 
ed. Charles Lethbridge KingsfGrd (Oxford, 1911). This 
life is based largely upon a Latin life written by Tito 
Livio about the middle of the fifteenth century. 
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narrated in a pageant-like sequence and chronology alone 
gives it what form it has. No attempt is made to isolate 
a chain of events related in terms of cause and effect. 
There are many lengthy moralizing digressions and much 
royal eulogy. In all these particulars, it resembles 
the earlier examples of medieval royal chronicles. The 
fact that it is written in English rather than the Latin 
usually preferred by the earlier writers is its only 
important claim to distinction. Some long speeches of 
King Henry and other personages are quoted but nothing 
approaching dramatic presentation of action and dialogue 
can be found. Like earlier examples of royal lives, its 
form is derived from the usual approach to history 
writing in the Middle Ages. 
Since the royal chronicles were essentially limited 
histories, it will be pertinent to observe certain 
characteristics of medieval historiography in general. 
Historical writing in the Middle Ages is characterized by 
an outlook on man, life, and hi~torical time which derives 
ultimately from St. Augustinets City of God. Augustine 
saw all human history as a vast theological epic extending 
from Eden through Calvary to the Last Judgment. History 
had a beginning, a middle, and would have an end, and the 
end was near--an· idea that was given credibility in 
Augustine's time by Alaric 1 s sack of Rome in A. D. 410. 
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In f'act, the City of' God was written as a direct reaction 
to the sack of' Rome. In Augustinets view, the end of' time 
was predestined and near, and the events of' history, 
allegorically interpreted, could serve as an admonition 
to the wicked and an encouragement to those who turned 
away f'rom worldly interests in anticipation of the 
coming of the true City of God which was to be 
established after the destruction of the world .. 
This historical outlook was given further expression 
by Augustine 1 s pupil,. Orosi us, who :filled out his mastert s 
Bibical story with a :fuller account of' universal history 
shaped in accord with the same theological plan. Orosius 1 
universal history was a standard medieval authority, and 
through translation and imitation it largely determined 
the perspective of historical writing until the 
Renaissance. 15 
The writer of' royal lives in the Middle Ages shared 
this epic vision of universal history and saw his limited 
15 There was, of' course, great variation in historical 
subject matter, from the local monastery chronicle to the 
universal Cursor Mundi, and variation in personal style, 
from the elegiac Bede to the staccato Froissart, .but the 
underlying perspective on historical time remained unif'or.m 
in England until the sixteenth century. The f'irst English 
historian to write from a fundamentally dif'f'erent point of' 
view was Edward Halle (d. 1547), whose chronicle (1548) 
was significantly entitled The Union of' the two noble and 
illustrate f'amelies of' Lancastre and Yorke. Halle 1 s 
historical orientation is .:fundamentally secular, political, 
national and, most important of' all, circumscribed by a 
strictly Tudor liorizon. 
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subject within its context. Consequently he seldom looked 
~or cause and effect relationships in historical events. 
The will o~ God was the first and ~inal cause of all 
things, and his mysterious will could best be read by 
interpreting events allegorically. This :perspective 
( 
helps· account for the medieval historian 1 s practice o~ 
writing narrative as a series o~ disconnected episodes 
to be moralized rather than as a dramatically un~olding 
:plot. It was a method which resembled the episodic 
narrative of medieval epics and romances of chivalry. 16 
Like them, the !oyal chronicle was a for.m expressive o~ 
the essentially epic. vision o~ li~e which was 
characteristic o~ the medieval mind. 
While the royal chronicle was a type of medieval 
history, the saint's life was ~undamentally a kind of 
medieval homily or sermon. The former was narrative and 
e:pical; the latter, expository and oratorical. In ~act, 
in their earliest ~or.m these saints 1 lives: or nlegendsn 
were designed to ·be read as sermons on the appropriate 
16 The reference is to the epic practice of combining 
relatively independent episodes like beads upon a string, 
the episodes being unified primarily by the ~act that they 
are all adventures of the hero or some other important 
character. This structure, o~ course, is typical of the 
epic ~orm in general, but it is especially characteristic 
o~ medieval epics and.romances from such early e:x;amples 
as Beowul~, the Nibelungenlied and the Chanson de Roland 
down through the romances o~ the Arthurian cycle and the 
popular Guy of Warwick and Amadis de Gaul to such 
~e·omb~ti,.Q:nts o~ epic and romance as Ariosto 's; Orlando 
Furioso and Tasso's Gerusalemme Liberata at .the dawn o~ 
the Renaissance. · 
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- saint's day. They were a type of the medieval exemplum., 
a story illustrating a sermon and frequently constituting 
its ;Larger part. Even the late representatives in this 
kind preserved the basically oratorical structure of 
sermons. Cardinal events in the saint's life, such as 
birth and martyrdom, were usually presented chronologicall~ 
but accouhts of good works, saintly behavior and speech, 
miracles performed, and other anecdotes were frequently 
presented topically rather than in a unified narrative.l7 
The homiletic form of medieval hagiography presented 
every saint's life, and by implication every man's life, 
in a perspective provided by the life of Ghrist .. 
Miraculous signs were frequently mentioned as coincident 
with the saint's nativity. Often the saint•s mother was 
idealized to suggest a parallel with the Queen of Heaven. 
An account of the saint's preaching and acquiring of 
apostles :frequently followed. Then we generally hear 
of miracles performed, of persecution, of martyrdom and 
finally of the saint 1 s ascension. 18 It made little 
l7 Gordon Hall Gerould, Saints.' Legends (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1916) , passim. -· 
18 These characteristics are very much in evidence in 
More's The Life of J" ohn Pic us, Ear.l of .Mirandula ~ which he 
translated from a Latin version, J2J.F2.a ·1504-5) • The :form 
of medieval hagiography, essentially unaltered, was still 
alive in More's time ... The contrast between More's 
translation o:f: a secular "life" modeled on conventional 
hagiography and his later original.contribution to 
biography in Richard III is consequently all the more 
striking. More, Works, I, 347-362. 
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difference to the biographer that the events rehearsed 
were specifically different in time, place and detail 
from the particular events in the life of Christ. They 
were made to appear allegorically the same in pattern, 
and man's life was presented a$ an eternal attempt to 
imitate the tragic pattern of Christ and his saints. 
The principal mode of tragedy in medieval literature 
was not in the least dramatic. It was the semi-
biographical form of narrative verse known today as 
de casibus literature. 19 This very popular genre was a 
specific type within a larger class of medieval 
literature known as S-pecula or mirrors. 
One of the earliest of the mirrors was Vincent of 
Beauvais t Speculum. Mains (c.. 1260) • This immense work 
. . 
(it would fill forty large modern voluln.es) was an 
' 
encyclopedic compilation of knowledge on all subjects. 
. . 20 known to Vincent and his staff of compllers. Like the 
Gothic cathedrals, the Summa Theologica of Aquinas and 
l9 The reference here is to what the Middle Ages 
considered "tragedyu and called by that-name. It is true 
that medieval mystery, miracle and morality plays sometimes 
included characteristics .that we, today, might call 
"tragic." In so far as these plays have any direct 
bearing on our limited·problem, they will be discussed 
later. 
20 For a description of the nature and content of 
Vincent of Beauvaist Sieculum. Maius, a copy of which I 
have been unable to e'b ain, I am indebted to Frederick B. 
Artz~ The Mind of the Middle Ages, 2nd ad. (New York, 
19541' p. 250. 
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The Divine Comed:y o:f Dante, Vincent's ttmirrorn re:flects 
the medieval vision o:f a multitudinous creation viewed 
:from a divine perspective so vast in its scope that it 
surrounds the limits o:f time and space and renders the 
physical particular subordinate to the metaphysical 
universal. This encyclopedia was divided into :four 
parts, The Mirror o:f Nature, The Mirror o:f Doctrine, 
The Mirror o:f History, and The Mirror o:f Morals. 
The Mirror o:f Historl began with the Garden o:r Eden 
and covered all history to the time o:f St. Louis (d. 1270). 
Although it was an historical re:ference work, it was a 
re:ference work o:f a ~istinctly medieval character, :for 
the storehouse o:r historical examples all illustrate the 
same lesson--the vanity o:f all temporal activity except 
as a preparation :for the herea:fter. It was, in :fact, 
designed primarily to provide the unlearned composer o:f 
sermons with grist :for his mill. It was :from this sort 
o:r.homiletically oriented encyclopedia o:f history, a 
type distinct :from the diary-like chronicle, that the 
de casibus genre developed. 
The Mirror o:f History o:f Vincent o:f Beauvais was 
written in Latin prose and was more nearly historical 
than biographical. When the de casibus genre emerged as 
a distinct type of mirror literature, its usual :form was 
narrative verse, at first in Latin but later generally in 
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the vernacular, and the lives or famous personages from 
history constituted episodic units in the collection. 
It became more biographical than historical, but the 
collection as a whole retained a chronological order 
related to history, an encyclopedic coverage related 
to the reference work, and a homiletic purpose related 
to other mirror literature. 
Probably the most influential example of the fully 
developed form was Boccaccio's De Gasibus Virorum 
Illustrium (1363), which was translated from Latin into 
many European vernaculars and largely set the pattern for 
later imitations. 21 Boccaccio 1 s. work is deliberately 
designed as a collection or ntragedies" or brief: 
narratives or men who have_ fallen from high estate 
with the turning of Fortune 1 s wheel. With this work, 
Boccaccio not only established the de casibus :form as a 
popular literary genre but also crystallized the medieval 
conception or tragedy and provided it with a vehicle wh.ich 
... 
was in no sense dramatic. 
The :form, with little variation from the shape given 
it by Boccaccio, was immensely popular in England. Chaucer, 
who appears to have been personally not much enamoured of 
it, recognized its popularity and used it in his Monk's 
Tale, with a partly ironic intent. But the humorless 
21 Farnham, p. 71. 
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J"ohn Lydgate apparently found the de casibus form 
congenial as well as in d~mand, as the several editions 
of his The Fall of Princes (1~30-40) bear witness. How 
:popular the for.m was is revealed by the fact that Lydgate's 
work, largely a translation of a French version of 
Boccaccio, was one of the few English books :printed 
before 1500. It was :printed in 1494 by Richard Pynson·, 
one of the early :post-Caxton :printers of England. The 
form reached its greatest :popularity in England in the 
frequently augmented Mirror for i~gistrates, which went 
through eight editions from 1559 to 1610. Consequently, 
this form was a well establif:lhed vehicle for 11 tragedy" 
in early Tudor times, and it reached an apex of 
22 
:popularity during the lifetime of Shakespeare. 
The :particular example of de casibus narrative which 
enjoyed the largest circu~ation in England in the years 
:preceding the biographical work of More, Roper and 
Cavendish was Lydgate's The Fall of Princes. The Mirror 
for Magistrates did not appear until a year after the last 
ot: these biographies was written. Since Lydgate's work 
marks the :point in the de casibus tradition :from which 
More, Roper and Cavendish departed, a look at his manner 
ot: writing "tragedytt will :prove instructive when 
contrasted with the innovations ot: the three biographers. 
22 Louis R. Zocca, Elizabethan Narrative Poetry 
(New Brunswick, N. J"., 1950}, :p:p. 8-35. 
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Lydgate 1 s theme in The Fall or Princes is the 
conventional medieval allegory or Fortune 1 s wheel. He 
derives it rrom Boccaccio, but the allegory had its origin 
in the late years or the Roman Empire and developed 
gradually in both literature and pictorial representation 
to ·become rinally the dominant medieval conception of 
tragedy in Boccacciots time. 23 
The essential elements or this allegory as used by 
Boccaccio and Lydgate are well illu~trated in a Hans 
Weiditz woodcut which is now in the British Museum. 24 
I mention it in particular because it is typical or the: 
late medieval stage or the allegory and is e~sily 
available in reproduction in Henry Bergen 1 s edition or 
Lydgate's The Fall or Princes. 25 
This woodcut pictures the Goddess or Fortune 
blindfolded, turning a crank which through a system of 
pulleys propels an enormous wooden spoked wheel. 
Clinging to the wheel in an ascending position is a man 
with the posterior or an ass. Above him, riding in state 
23 P·atch, passim. 
24 This woodcut was originally used to illustrate H. 
Ziegler 1 s German translation or Boccaccio 1 s De Casibus, 
printed·in 1545. 
25 ~ohn Lydgate, The Fall of Princes, ed. Henry 
Bergen, EETS (London, 1924), rront. 
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on the crest o~ the wheel, is a man with a human body 
but the head and ears of' an ass. He is regally robed. 
He wears a crown, and he carries a sceptre. Below him; 
:Lacing downward in a descending position on the wheel, 
is a f'igure with both the head and posterior or an ass 
but dressed as a man. 
The essence or Lydgate's conception or tragedy in 
The Fall or Princes is illustrated in this print. Blind 
Fortune, it is implied, brings about the tragic falls of 
kings. Thi.s ·is so, Lydgate explains in his digressions 
rrom his narrative, because tlie original sin of Adam and 
Eve brought about the f'all or all mankind f'rom divine 
grace, so that henceforth inconstant Fortune ruled 
sublunary arrairs. Sinf'ul man with asinine stupidity 
aspires to high estate, but his worldly aspiration is, 
in·ract, the sin of pride, worst or all the seven deadly 
sins. Therefore, the rise or any man to worldly glory, 
be he seemingly good or bad, is a delusive ride on 
Fortune's wheel. All men are tragically at the mercy or 
Fortune, and the ·only wisdom is to seek true salvation 
through Christ and to cultivate a contempt :Lor this world. 
So muQh :Lor Lydgate's conventional theme. Now let us 
look at the f'orm of his narrative. It is written in 
rhymed, stanzaic verse. The verse narrative is rrequently 
discursive. The characters or the tragedies rarely are 
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made to speak or act before our eyes. The narrating poet 
.is always telling us about his characters. Moralizing 
digressions are so frequent and so copious that they fill 
nearly as many verses as the narrative itself. But what 
is most characteristic of all is the episodic structure 
of the narrative. 
Each tragedy is a little episode, separate and 
distinct in itself. There·is nothing approaching a 
dramatic unity, such as for instance the dramatic relation 
between characters and stories in Chaucerts. Canterbury 
Tales. So dramatically lifeless is this form that 
Chaucer, after permitting his Monk to relate seventeen 
"tragedj,.es" of this sort, causes his Knight to halt him 
and Harry Bailly to cry out: 
Sire Monk, namoore of this, so God 
yow blesse~ . 
Yours tale anoyeth al this compaignye. 
Swich talkyng is nat worth a boterflye·, 26 For therinne is ther no desport ne g~e. 
The criticism of Chaucer's Host is well directed, as 
Chaucer no doubt intended it to be, for in de casibus 
tragedy there is "no desport ne game," or in other words, 
no plot. 
There are no plots in Lydgatets tragedies nor in the 
tragedies of Chaucer's Monk 1 s Tale •. As it has been 
26 TheComplete Works of Chaucer, ed. F. N. Robinson 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1957), CT, VII, 2788-2791. 
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mentioned, the de casibus form had its origin in medieval 
encyclopedias, and hence the form was not intended to be 
dramatic in any sense. When Chaucer used the form in his 
Monk's Tale, his intention was partly encyclopedic and 
partly ironic. He presents the moralized biographies for 
what they may be worth as information, but he also expects 
his reads~ to be amused at the Monkts pedantry. Lydgate, 
on the other hand, is entirely serious. His tragedies are 
developed at greater length as narratives for their own 
. . 
sake and have n?t the ironic or characterizing function 
of Chaucer 1 s Monk's Tale. Consequently their lack of 
plot becomes_ a serious weakness. But neither Chaucer 
nor Lydgate intended his tragedie_s to be dramatic. 
Chaucer had his own quite individual way~ of making 
medieval narrative dramatic when he wished to. Lydgate 1 s 
narrative, however, is less ·inspired and hence more 
representative of medieval narrative in general. 
Let us take a close look at one of Lydgate 1 s tragedies, 
·the story of the fall of King Candaules of· Lydia. 27 The 
tragedy begins with the post presenting a distant view of 
Candaules' queen, lying naked on her bed in her chamber. 
T,b.oo opportunity for sensuous description int.erests the 
poet, and he moves, as it were, from a distant prospect 
to a sharp close-up. The queen remains absolutely 
27 For a complete quotation of this tragedy of ~ydgate, 
see Appendix A. 
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motionless, but a richly sensuous description of her 
static pose endows it with the· quality of an expressive 
gesture. She s:eems to invite the onlooker.. This 
description consumes the larger part of five stanzas,. 
but as yet nothing has actually tthappened.n Then in 
five brief lip.es we are _told that King Candaules invited 
his trusted knight·, Gyges, into the chamber to view the 
queen so that he might see ~.how she excelled all other in 
fairnesse;tt 28 The point of view from which the poet 
visualizes this scene is not clearly established, but 
sinc·e the king and Gyges are present and the queen is 
unaware of them, we get the impression of a middle 
distance focus with the two men in the foreground, and 
the queen in the not very distant background. This scene 
is also devoid of anything that could be called dramatic 
action. The king does not even speak in direct discourse, 
but we are left with an impression of his gesturing in the 
direction of the queen while Gyges stands silent and 
observing. Then in a single stanza we are told summarily 
the ~hole action of the tragedy. Gyges slays the king and 
marries the queen. How he manages this--when, where and 
under what circumstances--we are not told. The action 
itself is not visualized; it is merely reported. The 
point of view from which it is reported is~ so to speak, 
spaceless and timeless. Then follow two stanzas of 
28 Lydgate, I, 295. 
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retro~pective moralizing. In these the poetts point of 
view has been shifted to a point in time after the event, 
but since nothing is visualized there is no spatial focus. 
Certain characteristics of the form now become 
evident. Although the tale is decidedly undramatic, it 
has other quite appealing values. It has a sensuous 
pictorial quality similar to that of medieval tapestries 
and illuminated manuscripts. Like them it is somewhat 
stylized rather than naturalistic. Like them also, there 
is a great interest in the delineation of attractive 
sensuous details for their own sake, despite the fact 
that this sensuous interest is theoretically in opposition 
to the rather ascetic moral purpose that the work is 
intended to subserve. For instance, there is a 
disproportionate (from either a dramatic or moral point 
of view) attention given to the description of the lovely 
queen in a tragedy which claims to turn the mind away 
from earthly desires. ·But th~ most striking, and in its 
own way appealing, characteristic is· the_ total disregard 
f'or a consistent perspective in either space. or~-~ime. 
The poet has given us in all five more or less 
distinct points of view: a distant vision of the queen 
in her bower, an elaborately detailed close-up of her in 
bed, a middle distance view of' her with the king and Gyges 
in the immediate foreground, a spaceless and timeless 
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synoptic view of the main events of the tragedy, and 
finally a temporally retrospective view of the significance 
of the tragedy. 
Now as readers of modern fiction, we are accustomed 
to a point of view which shifts in space and time. There 
is. nothing remarkable about this in itself.. But in modern 
narrative, such shifts are generally provided with some 
sort of clear indication that a shift has taken place. 
Changes in tense, transitional explanations, the beginning 
of a new chapter or some •.device usually gives us the clue 
to a new perspective which remains at a fixed distance 
spatially and temporally until the writer shifts again. 
Hence, the perspective of the narrative as a whole is 
consistent and we move forward or bac~rd in depth and 
time within an absolute frame of reference that corresponds 
to our normal conception of the physical universe. 
Lydgatet~ shifts, on the other hand, are made without 
warning and without establishing a definitely fixed 
perspective at any time. The time and place ·indicators 
are missing and must be inferred to be established and then 
can only be established vaguely if at all. Furthermore, 
some visual images, such as the close-up of the queen, 
are given such a large proportion of the verses in 
relation to the number given to matters that would seem 
more import~t, the description of the action for instance, 
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that no absolute rrame or rererence in space and time 
seems to obtain. The resulting impression is much like 
that we get from medieval painting in which enormously 
enlarged knights, tall enough to peer over the battlements 
or a tiny castle, fight With each other in static gestures 
while a fair lady, large enough to be rendered in great 
detail, watches from a huge window in a miniscule tower • 
. A pers:pective governing relative proportions is lacking. 
The lack or a consistent perspective in time is 
equally evident. The contingent sequence or static 
scenes gives us some sense or continuity even when their 
precise time is ·not established, but a truly consistent 
temporal perspective in narrative depends upon more than 
merely establishing the time or episo_des. It depends 
upon· an organically related ·plot which enables us to see 
all the events or a· narrat-ive as a single action when 
viewed in retrospect from the end. All the events of the 
narrative must be related as a chain of cause and errect 
rather then as a merely contingent series of episodes. 
A consistent temporal perspective of this kind is lacking 
in Lydgate 1 s narrative as, in fact, it is lacking, or at 
best weak, in almost all medieval narrative. 29 
29 Erich Auerbach notes this characteristic of 
medieval epics in comparing the Chanson d 1 Alexis with the 
Chanson de Roland. He writes: "Each of the stanzas 
presents a complete and autonomous scene. The impression 
of a unified, progressive event whose advance binds 
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Lydgate 1 s narrative ~orm re~lects a point o~ view 
which is not ~irmly ~ixed within the limits o~ space and 
time. His subject matter is terrestrial and temporal, but 
the point ~rom which he· views things, i~ it may be called 
a point, seems to be somewhere out o~ space and time in a. 
realm where :physical laws do not apply. In ~act, it 
appears to be a point o~ view parallel to that o~ God 
himsel~. It is a view ~rom a realm which has laws or its 
own, but they are not physical laws, such as the laws o~ 
optics and the laws o~ motion. They are metaphysical 
laws originating in the divine will, and they ~unction 
morally as a discipline to ~allen man in accord with a 
divine plan. Whereas events in space and time are 
connected horizontally, so to speak, as cause and e~~ect 
in the stream of time, events in this realm ar-e 
connected vertically by being all mani~estations o~ the 
divine will. This is re~lected in the individual 
toge·tner the ·var~ious e.lements is much weaker than the 
impression o~ a juxtaposition o~ ••• very similar but 
separate scenes. n Mimesis (Garden City, N. Y., 1957), 
p. 100. This characteristic o~ the early medieval epics 
is also apparent in the later metrical romances o~ 
chivalry. In enumerating the "general characteristics" 
o~ the medieval romances., George Sampson writes: 1'They 
have their being in a world o~ abstractions in which 
there seems to be no de~inite place or time or politics 
or problem o~ existence. Their complete detachment ~rom 
the li~e o~ man, together with their de~ects o~ 
shapelessness~ monotony and interminable length, 
produced the ~nevitable reaction." The Concise Cambridge 
History o:f English Literature (New York, 1941), pp. 45-46. 
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tragedies and in the work as a whole. For instance, 
Lydgate's first tragedy is the fall of Adam and Eve. 
The subsequent ~alls of princes are all connected. 
morally and allegorically, and hence vertically, with 
that divine plan in accordance with which Adam fell and 
all his progeny with him. But horizontal connections 
in terms of cause and effect are lacking. Lydgate 1 s 
narrative form is thus an intrinsic manifestation of 
the concept of tragedy which has been previously 
discussed. 
Men rise and fall on the wheel of Fortune, not 
bec·ause of specific errors in judgment and action; not 
even for specific moral errors, but as a punishment or 
a trial which accrues to all men, good or bad, as a 
consequence of original sin. Blind Fortune, who turns 
the wheel, is simply the indifferent and undiscriminating 
agent of God's will. 
This conception of tragedy and the episodic 
narrative form which intrinsically complements it are, 
despite other virtues, fundamentally undramatic. The 
essence of drama is action visualized in a space and time 
context. Or, to put it differently, drama depends upon a 
consistent spatial and temporal perspective because 
dramatic "laws" are, in essence, an imitation (in 
Aristotle's sense) of physical "laws." In like manner, 
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dramatic action is an imitation of earthbound and time-
bound physical action. It need hardly be added that 
the subj~ct matter of drama need not be physical, but 
it must be presented as if it were physical to become 
dramatic. In other words, the dramatic medium itself is 
conceived upon an analogy to the spatial and temporal 
conditions which pertain in the physical world. This 
:dependence of the dramatic medium upon an analogy to the 
conditions of the physical· world--and hen.ce upon a 
consistent perspective in space and time--goes a long 
way in explaining why medieval drama was late in coming 
and slow to develop (as compared with the epic form, 
for instance). It also throws light on the rather 
apical (the mystery cycles) and allegorical (the 
morality plays.) forms that medieval drama did assume. 
. ' Another matter to be noticed is that dramatic action 
must contain real conflict if it is to be significant 
action. A conflict can not have real human significance 
{although it may have divine significance) unless it is a 
conflict in which man has real alternatives and is free 
to choose amongst them. The de casibus concept of 
tragedy is essentially undramatic because it denies to 
man the possibility of a really free choice between 
conflicting alternatives. Resting as it does on the 
doctrine of original sin, and consequently on the 
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assumption or predestination, it implies that man can do 
nothing in himselr except wait hoperully the unmerited 
girt or divine grace~30 In conception as well as rorm, 
medieval de casibus tragedy had raw truly dramatic 
qualities. 
The medieval view or man and lire, in so rar as it is 
implied in biography and tragedy, appears to have been a 
vision so consistent and so highly integrated that one is 
tempted to reconstruct it as a whole as an anthropologist 
restores an entire skeleton by inrerence rrom a single . 
rragment or a jaw bone. It is a perspective which looks 
upon man and lire rrom the aspect or eternity and inrinity. 
The beginning and the e~d or time and the world come 
within its epic scope. From this divine point of view, 
the individual man and the individual event appear 
significant only in so far as they represent the universal. 
The history of every man is seen in terms or the fall of 
Adam. The history or every saint is seen in terms or the 
pattern of Christ~ The particular history is subordinated 
to the universal history or the WOf'ld': ':and the particular 
3° For inst~nce, Lydgate writes or Adam and Eve: 
Thai wente wrong, thai lokid nat a-riht, 
Fals couetise was ther conrusioun, 
Vfuerthoruh thai loste the dominacioun 
orr Paradis, and wax bothe poore & thrall, 
Ther rredam lerfte and becam mortall. 
Lydgate, I, 19. 
encyclopedia is subordinated to the universal 
encyclopedia of' all knowledge. 
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This tendency to sea the universal in all things 
leads quite naturally to allegory as a means of' 
interpreting life, f'or allegory, as opposed to sy.mbol~sm, 
-
is a means of' particularizing the universal. Symbolism, 
its opposite, is a means of' universalizing the particular, 
a quite dif'ferent process f'rom allegory although 
f'requantly conf'usad with it. The principal diff'arance 
is that in allegory one is likely to begin with an 
intellectual concept, a universal, and seek a concrete 
means of' conveying it; whereas in symbolism one is likely 
to begin with the concrete and discover, and the discovery 
is f'requently f'ortuitous, universal implications. In 
other words, allegory is deductive, like medieval 
scholastic philosophy, and symbolism is inductive like 
modern science. Allegory is an essentially contemplative 
means of' interpreting lif'e which leads us vertically, as 
it were, out of' space and time to something like Platots 
realm of' eternal ideas. Symbolism, on the contrary, is 
an essentially empirical means of' interpreting lif'e which 
discovers in the concrete particular universal connections 
which f'requently emanate in many spatial and temporal 
directions at once like a magnetic f'iald. 
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Medieval biography and tragedy were essentially 
allegorical rat~er than symbolic, for in both, the 
particular life was deliberately presented. as an 
illustration of an assumed universal pattern. In both, 
a universal, an idea, an abstraction, is the unifying 
factor of the literary form, and ·hence these forms share 
the contemplative tone of abstract philosophy as well 
as allegorical unity. 
The literary form achieved by More, Roper and 
Cavendish in biography, and the vision of man and life 
which it projected., differed. in a fundamental way from 
the form and. vision of medieval biography and tragedy. 
The debt which these Tudor biographers owed to their 
medieval inheritance in biography and. tragedy was 
superficial~-a·matter of conventions and precedents. 
They chose lives of princes a~d. saints as subjects. 
They used. the conventional theme of the wheel of Fortune. 
They continued the practice of uniting biography and 
tPaged.y. But in their work, the medieval conventions 
and precedents have undergone a metamorphosis, and a new 
form and. a new perspective have replaced the old.. A 
form that reflects a p·erspective divine in its ~utlook, 
epic in its scope, allegorical in its unity, and 
contemplative in its tone is characteristic of medieval 
biography and tragedy. The form of the biographies of 
More, Roper and Cavendish projects a :radically different 
perspective. It presents a vision that is humanistic 
•\ 
i •, 
. . . I 
in its v:h~lll?~in:t, dram:a.tie in -~~,Q.}e 'j S:~)JGlie in luni ty 
and tragic in tone. 'f.his ac~ieveme!l:t was aee-omp~ished. 
i:O: Engl~d metween 1513 and \558, or ·s-i:x: years b~fore 
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i the bi.r"t.b. erf Shakespeare.. It was one of the rema;rkable 
1 
aeohievements. of' lfudor literature, f'or in terms o~ the 
histo~y·a::nd evolution of' literary f'orm. it ~;ked Ia 
·transitien from certain characteristic literary ~y])es 
. ! 
of the middle ages toward a~ English ae~aissanee jtype 
of. tragedy which Shake~peare was to make a lastiJg part 
• I • . I 
of' ~orl~ literature. 'rl:J.e key to th~ t~ansition ~as 
the development of' a fi:gt~d and f'oreshortened perJ~ective 
in space and time--:a :pers:pectlve whieh was drama.~ie in 
a way tha-t was unk:liown to both i1he middle ages anh 
classieal ~ntiquity. 
: ,. ! H,.; 
39 
Chapter II 
Dramatic Perspective: Space and Time 
We are about to discuss a literary rorm created and 
·shared by More, Roper and Cavendish, a rorm which projects 
a single, uniried vision of' lire. This rorm. is all or a 
piece and may not be dismembered without doing violence, 
at least temporarily, to that organic interdependence 
which is the indispensable condition of' its vitality. But 
ror the purpose or analysis, it is necessary to discuss 
one element at a time. Af'ter the analysis is complete, 
it should be possible .to see the rorm as a whole and to 
see it more clearly because it has been analysed. 
The rirst step is to see how this rorm achieves a 
dramatic perspective in space and time. Let us take a 
look at a passage rrom More's The History or King Richard 
the Third (1513), the earliest or these biographies to be 
written and, or the three, the most telling example or the 
new spatial and temporal perspective.31 In this passage, 
31 More•s authorship or Richard III has been 
questioned on the rather slim evidence or Sir lliohn 
Harrington•s statement that it was «written as I have 
heard by Morton but as most suppose. by Sir Thomas More" 
{Metamorphosis of' Ajax, 1596). However, as R. W. Chambers 
has shown, the attribution or the work to More by his 
nephew and printer, William Rastell, in 1557 is a great 
deal more convincing than the admittedly hearsay statement 
or·Harrington more than sixty years arter More's death and 
nearlY, a century arter Morton's. There is also much other 
evidence~ both external and internal, which rirmly 
establishes More's authorship beyond any reasonable doubt. 
For a f'ull discussion and R. W. Chambers• conclusions in 
f'avor o:r More, see nThe Authorship or the History or 
Richard, as titular Protector, orders the execution or 
Hastings, the Lord Chamberlain, on_a false charge or 
treason. More writes: 
Said the Protector: '1Ye shall all see 
in what wise that sorceress [Edward IV} s 
queen] and that other witch of her 
counsel, Shore 1 s·wife, with their 
affinity, have.by their sorcery and 
witchcraft wasted. my body.n And 
therewith he plucked up his doublet 
sleeve to his ·elbow upon his left arm, 
where he showed a werish withered arm 
and small, as it was never other. And 
thereupon every man 1 s mind sore misgave 
them, well perceiving that this matter 
was but a quarrel, ror well they wist 
that the ~ueen was too wise to go about 
any such folly; and also if she would, 
yet would she of all folk least make 
Shore's wife of counsel, whom of all 
women .. she most hated, as that 
concubine whom the King, her husband, 
had most loved. And also no man was 
there present but well knew that his 
arm was ever such since his birth. 
Nevertheless, the Lord Chamberlain 
{which from the death of King Edward 
kept Shore's wife, on whom he somewhat 
doted in the King's life, saving, as it 
is said, he that while forbore her or 
reverence towards his King, or else of 
a certain kind of fidelity to his 
friend) answered and said: uoertainly, 
.mY lord, if they have so heinously done, 
they be worthy of heinous punishment." 
"What!n quoth the Protector. 
"Thous.ervest me, I ween, with 1 ifs' 
and with 'ands 1 ? I tell thee they have 
so done, and that I will make good on 
thy body, traitor!" And therewith, as 
in a great anger, .he clapped his fist 
Richard III in More 1 s Works, I, 24-41. 
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upon the board a great rap. At which 
token given, one cried "Treason" 
without the chamber. Thereupon a door 
clapped, and in come there rushing men 
in harness~ as many as the chamber 
might hold. And anon the Protector 
said to t.he Lord Hastings: rti arrest 
thee, traitor.rt nwhat, me, my·lord?rt 
quoth he. "Yea, thee, traitor," quoth 
the Protector. And another let fly at 
the Lord Stanley, which shrunk at the 
stroke and fell under the table, or 
else his head had been cleft to the 
teeth; for as shortly as he shrank, 
yet ran.. the blood about his ears. Then 
they were all quickly bestowed in divers 
chambers, except the Lord Chamberlain, 
whom the Protector bade speed and shrive 
him apace,·nfor by St. Paul," quoth he, 
"I will not-go to dinner till I see thy 
head off." It booted him not to ask 
why, but heavily he took a priest at 
adventure and made a short shrift, for 
a longer would not be suffered, the 
Protector made so much haste to dinner: 
which he might not go to till3~his were done, for sa~ing of his oath. 
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It ~s been frequently thought that More's History 
of Richard III reflects the imitation of models selected 
from classical histori~graphy.33 But it is immediately 
32 More, Works, I, 426-427. 
33 Donald Stauffer suggests that Tacitus may have 
been More's model~ p. 40. Lily B. Campbell, on the other 
hand, suspects that Thucydides may have been the principal 
influence. Shakespeare's "Histories", p. 67. Leonard F. 
Dean sees the influence-of Tacitus, Thucydides and Lucian., 
22-41. E. M. W. Tillyard speaks of na measure of classical 
formality" in More's style in Richard III, but he does not 
suggest any particular classical historian as an influence. 
p. 39. In the broad sense intended by Tillyard, there was 
indeed a-classical influence on More, for More's mind was· 
shaped by the classical disciplinE:! of Renaissance liumanie:W,, 
but it is a mistake to look for a particular model. More's 
Ricbard III is like Tacitus in the sense that Michelangelo's 
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apparent that this passage is not a description o~ a 
political event in the manner o~ a classical historian. 
It is not a description at all, but a presentation o~ 
visible physical action and audible sounds and speech. 
We see and hear Richard strike "his ~ist upon the board 
a great rap. n We hear a cry o~ rtTreason" come ~rom a 
speci~ic direction, nwithout the chamber." Then we are 
startled to hear a door clap "and in come there rushing 
men in harness, as many as the chamber might hold." We 
see and hear Lord Hastings arrested and witness his 
pathetic cry, "What, me, my Lord? 11 And a moment later 
Stanley shrinks beneath a sword blow and ~alls under the 
table with nblood about his ears!n 
Had a classical historian such as Tacitus dealt with 
this matter, so specific an event as the arrest of Hastings 
would probably receive no more than a single terse sentence 
in an eloquent rhetorical summary of the political events 
leading up to Richardls usurpation. Had he treated it in 
detail, which is most unlikely, he woUld probably have 
described it with patrician restraint interrupted by ironic 
digressions on the duplicity of monarchs. He might have 
made Richard and Hastings speak, but hardly in the urgent 
dramatic manner o~ More. He would more probably have 
sculpture is like that o~ Phidias--both diffe~ing~~rom 
classical prototypes by a new dramatic immediacy and 
~oreshortened perspective which was new in the Renaissance. 
composed speeches for each, full of subordinate clauses and. 
intricate syntax, and both speeches might have sounded more 
like Tacitus himself than like the high-handed Richard and 
the frightened Hastings of Morets scene. 
Compare, for instance, the following passage from 
The Annals of Tacitus in which an event in the reign of 
Nero, very similar to that in More, is described. 
Nero was a constant spectator of the sports 
exhibited at Beneventum; but even amidst his 
diversions, his heart knew no pause from 
cruelty. He compelled Tor~uatus Silanus to 
put an end to his life, for no other reason, 
than because he united to the splendor of 
the Junian family the honour of being great 
grandson to Augustus. The prosecutors, 
suborned for the business, alleged against 
him, that, having prodigally wasted his 
fortune in gifts and largesses, he had no 
resource left but war and civil commotion. 
With that design he retained about his person 
men of rank and distinction, employed in 
various offices: he had his secretaries, his 
treasurers, and paymasters, all in the style 
of imperial dignity, even th~n anticipating 
what his ambition aimed at. This charge 
being made in form, such of his freedmen as 
were known to be in the confidence of their 
master were seized, and loaded ·.with fetters. 
Silanus saw that his doom was impending, and, 
to prevent the sentence of condemnation, 
opened the veins of both his arms. Nero, 
according to his custom, expressed himself 
in terms o~ lenity. "The guilt of Silanus," 
he said, "was manifest; and, though, by an 
act of despair, he shewed that his crimes 
admitted no defence, his life would have 
been spared had he thought pro];>er to trust 
to the clemency of his judge.tt34 
34 Arthur Murphy, trans., The Works of Cornelius 
Tacitus (Philadelphia, 1813), III, 196-197. 
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Even allowing for some loss of the authentic style of 
Tacitus through translation, we can see from this passage 
that the Latin historian's manner is very different from 
More's way of treating a similar event. It is an ironic 
and discursive account of a significant incident 
rhetorically climaxed by a quotation from Nero. The 
quotation is probably a paraphrase of what Nero may have 
said on the occasion. As such, it is in keeping with the 
elegant and somewhat aloof style of the exposition 
preceding it, but it is hardly like the dramatic speeches 
quoted in More • s passage. The quotation does not give us, 
a visual and auditory impression 'of Nero speaking in space 
and time. On the contrary, we are made aware of Tacitus 
writing in the seclusion of hisstudy. 
The entire passage from More, on the other h~d, is 
presented as if it were literally occurring before us in 
space and time. It is neither discursive nor rhetorical 
but dramatic. More does not need to tell us that Richard 
is a dissembler; he makes us witness it. But it would be 
a mistake to assume that he achieves this dramatic 
perspective by literally recording events as they actually 
happened. Such a method would include too much that would 
detract from the dramatic impact of the scene. More 
creates a dramatic perspective by a careful selection of 
visual images, physical movements, and arresting sounds 
and speech which symbolically suggest the essence of 
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Richardts treacherous action. Because this selected order 
is presented as if it occurred within the context of space 
and time, and hence within the jurisdiction of physical 
laws, a dramatic perspective is achieved. 
More's dramatic perspective allows us to see 
significant action as if it occurred within space and time. 
But it is important to note that the visual point of view 
from which the action is seen is also fixed within space 
and time and s.ubject to physical limitations. In the 
passage quoted, More gives us a point of view which 
remains. a fixed distance from the action, like a seat in 
the audience, as it were, throughout the scene. There are 
no shifts of the sort-we find in Lydgate. There is, indeed, 
a fairly long digression. But let us look at it more 
closely. Richard has just displayeA his withered arm and 
accused the ~ueen, Edward IVts w~dow, and Shore's wife, 
ex-mistress of Edward IV, of causing this .deformity 
through witchcraft. Here More's digression ensues. In 
it we are told that all those present knew well that 
Richard's arm had been deformed since his birth. We are 
also told that all present were well aware that the ~ueen 
despised Sh6re's wife, as her husband's mistress, and 
would certainly not join her in such a foolish project. 
Lastly we are told that Shore t s wife became Hasting• s. 
mistress after the death of Edward IV. Now none of this 
information is or much historical importance, nor is it in 
any way important except as it directly concerns the 
dramatic situation at the moment. It is, indeed, not a 
digression from the dramatic situation but an exceedingly 
effective amplification of it. It permits us to visualize 
the stunned. incredulity with which all present must have 
received Richard's outburst, and it heightens the dramatic 
tension between Richard. and. Hastings by giving us 
perspective on the relationship between the Lord Chamberlain 
and Shore t s wife. I:f this scene were l.i terally staged, we 
would have prior knowledge of the facts and. Morets 
digression would. be replaced. by a pregnant silence in 
which Hastings and. the others present would. register 
knowledge of these racts in their aspect and gesture.35 
Dramatic though Morets method is, it can not, of course, 
completely transcend. the limitations of narrative. 
Lacking actors in the flesh, More must resort to a 
digression to produce the desired. effect. But the 
important matter is that his digression, unlike the 
editorializing digressions of Tacitus, serves a strictly 
dramatic end.; for in effect, it does not shift our 
perspective rrom the scene before us but amplifies and. 
35 This, in fact, is what Shakespeare does when he 
dramatizes the scene. He gives us prior knowledge of 
Richardts deformity, or-Hasting's relationship with Shorets 
wire, and of the Q,ueen' s dislike of Hastings and his .. 
mistress. See R.III III.iv.60-8l and. preceding it 
I.i.14-27, and 90-94; II.i.23-24, and. III.i.184-l85. 
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intensifies the dramatic significance of the scene. 
More, of course, shifts his perspective in space and 
time with each succeeding dramatic scene as, indeed, he 
must to present a developing drama which foreshortens the 
significant events of a long career so they they may ap:pear 
at the end as a single organic action. But the reader is 
alV~-ays made aware that a shift has taken place: the locus 
of the·new perspective is always firmly established with 
adequate references to past and future, foreground and 
background, so that the reader's perspective is always 
from some definite point and is always focused upon events 
occurring within spatial and temporal limits. In short, 
all changes of perspective are made within a frame of 
reference which is single and absolute and which corresponds 
to the frame of references which we know through the senses 
as the natural order of the physical universe. More's 
perspective shifts; but unlike Lydgate's, it shifts 
consistently within a spatial and temporal realm. 
The elements of More's perspective discussed so far 
are primarily spatial. We have considered perspective on 
a particular place at a particular time, or in other words, 
dramatic perspective on a single scene.36 It is true that 
time transpires in the course of the scene and consequently 
36 There are many other scenes in More's biography 
presented in an essentially spatial dramatic perspective. 
For further examples, see the discussion of Shakespeare's 
use of some of these scenes in his Richard III on 
~p. 148-151 of this study. 
a degree or perspective in time is also obtained. But the 
i 
per~pective obtained in a single scene is necessarily 
incomplete since a full temporal perspective in drama 
depends upon a backward look from the end. Only from the 
end can the entire action be seen as a single organic 
whole--that is a sequence of causes and effects obeying 
consistent laws. To put it differently, temporal 
per~pective in drama is the criterion by which a writer 
selects or rejects matter ror his plot. Morets Richard III 
has 1 a :plot determined by such a perspective. As a basis 
forirurther anaylsis, let us examine More 1 s plot in 
summary. 
In More's narrative, Richard is shown progressively 
rem?ving all obstacles barring his way to the throne. As 
' 
' Duke or Gloucester, he implants suspicion of his brother, 
theiDuke of Clarence, in the mind of King Edward IV and is 
thus instrumental in bringing about the execution of a 
possible rival for the throne. He expects that an evil 
diet will shorten the life or King Edward, and in this he 
is not disappointed. By treachery and force he removes 
young Edward V from the custody or the Queents :party and 
arrests and executes on ralse grounds of treason those 
noblemen loyal to the Queen and the young King. He 
maneuvers to have himself made Protector and thus. puts 
himself in the :position to rule in the name of his royal 
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captive. He rorces the young Prince, brother to Edward V, 
out of sanctuary, where the ~ueen has sheltered him, and 
having obtained both the heirs of Edward IV, he puts them 
away in the Tower or London. He wins to his service 
anyone unscrupulous ~nough to do his bidding for hope of 
reward, and he eliminates Lord Hastings on trumped-up 
charges of treason because he believes him likely to 
prove incorruptible. With the aid of the powerful Duke 
of Buckingham, the Lord ~or or London, and Dr. Shaw, a 
popular preacher, he contrives to discredit the legitimacy 
of Edward V and, through their public support, to give the 
appearance of having the crown farced upon him by popular 
demand. .After he accepts the crown, only one threat 
remains to endanger his security, the two princes in the 
Tower of London, who are the legitimate heirs of Edward IV. 
To remove this threat, he hires Sir James Tyrell to do away 
with them; and Tyrell succeeds. Immediately thereafter, 
Buckingham, to whom he had previously promised the Earldom 
of Hereford to insure this nobleman's support while 
maneuvering for the crown, asks :for the prbm.ised reward. 
Richard, now securely established, refuses to make his 
promise good; and Buckingham, his most powerful ally, 
begins to see that Richard plays false to friend and foe 
alike. Meanwhile, the Bishop of Ely, through flattery and 
insinuation, encourages Buckingham's growing suspicion and 
jealousy of Richard. Eventually Buckinghamls envy and 
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distrust of Richard leads to a complete break with him 
and an open confederation in arms against him. 
More's narrative, which was left unfinished, halts at 
this point; but there can be no doubt of the plot line 
he intended to follow, since he has already given us what 
he considered a climax, the estrangement of Buckingham, 
and the final catastrophe (he tells us in advance) he 
conceives as issuing from this event. For instance, 
directly after the murder of the two princes, which may 
be considered the penultimate event in the rising action 
of the plot, More writes: 
Now had he [Richard] outward no long 
time in rest. For hereupon, soon after, 
began the conspiracy or rather' good 
confederation between the Duke.of 
·Buckingham and many other gentaemen 
against him. 37 
And from the following passage, it is evident how More 
intended to.deal with the final catastrophe at Bosworth 
Field. 
King Richard ••• as ye shall hereafter 
hear, slain in the field, hacked and 
hewn of his enemies hands, harried on 
horseback dead, his hair in despite 
torn and tugged like a cur dog; and 
the mischief that he took within less 
than three years of the mischief that 
he did, and yet all the meantime 
spent in much pain and trouble 
outward, much fear, anguish and 
sorrow within.38 
37 More, Works, I, 452. 
38 More, Works, I, 451. 
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In writing this narrative, More was working with 
historical raw material, derived, f'or the most part, :from 
· .. Cardinal Morton, 1n whose household More served in his 
childhoo.li.and who, as the Bishop of' Ely, plays a part in 
the events. History :provided the raw materit:il, but the 
perspective which selected, ordered and :foreshortened the 
material was Morets own. In :fact, since the time of' 
;Horace Walpole, critics have noticed that More's work 
is deliberately slanted history; but the very omissions; 
and distortions or :fact which make it questionable history 
distinguish it as dramatic art. 
More's per.s:pective has a single :focus throughout, 
Richard's willf'ul climb to the throne and the :fall which 
ensues as a consequence. Hence, Richard's career is 
viewed as a single action. Everything essential to this 
action--to this chain of' dramatic cause and ef'f'ect--is, 
included; but events irrelevant to it, however historical, 
are excluded. The passage quoted concerning the execution 
of' Hastings is no mere anecdote in the manner of' the late 
medieval chroniclers but an essential link in the chain of' 
the :plot, f'or Hastings represents an important :faction 
standing in Richard 1 s way. He is eliminated with perjury 
and bloodshed, and in due course Richard himself' ralls a 
victim of' disloyalty and bloodshed as a consequence of' an 
uprising of' noblemen who can no longer tolerate this and 
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similar injustices. Consequently, Morets narrative, which 
incidentally takes liberties with chronology, is not a 
mere report o~ historical events but a dramatic biography 
with a plot. The plot, in turn, depends upon a dramatic 
perspective in time which complements the perspective in 
space previously discussed. 
A close examination o~ More's plot as a whole reveals 
some signi~icant characteristics. The :plot unf'olds 
gradually in a series o~ care~ully selected scenes which, 
like the scene o~ Hastings' arrest, are presented in 
spatial perspective with visualized action and quoted 
dialogue. There are, necessarily, transitional passages 
o~ straight narrative; but the predominance o~ dramatic 
scenes may be judged from the ~act that there are ~orty 
pages on which some dialogue appears out of a total of 
fifty-seven pages·all told in the most reliable modern 
edition of Richard IIT.39 In this fashion, the plot 
telescopes related scenes stretching over a period of 
nearly seven and one hal~ years of historical time. 40 
Throughout this span, the plot focuses consistently U])on 
Richard alone, whose actions, More tells us, are nthe 
whole mattern of the book. The· plot allows us to see 
39 More, Works, I, 399-455. 
4° From the death o~ Clarence (March 1478) until the 
Battle o~ Bosworth Field (August 22, 1485). 
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the essence of the career of Richard in foreshortened 
perspective--a gradually rising action (Richard's climb 
to the throne), firmly punctuated by a dramatic climax 
at the peak (Richard's refusal to keep his promise to 
.. 
Buckingham), resolved by falling action which leads, 
as if inevitably, to a tragic catastrophe (the death of 
Richard at Bosworth Field). 
It is pertinent to note how these characteristics 
clearly distinguish More 1 s plot from the typical structure 
of classical tragedy. The typical plot structure of Greek 
and Roman tragedy lacks a perspective which dramatically 
foreshortens the epic events of a long career in a series. 
of scenes taking place at various places and times. The 
typical classical plot presents a single climactic 
situation which comes to a head within a few hours. or 
days and which takes place as a rule within a single 
setting. Events significant to the plot happening before 
the opening action of the play are retrospectively referred 
to rather than actually dramatized, and important events. 
distant in space are revealed by a messenger or some other 
devie·e that elimin~tes any need of shifting scenes. This 
structure was due in part to the physical conditions of 
the Greek thea~re in which classical drama evolved and in 
part to the prevailing perspective on life itself which 
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the classical world shared.41 It was ~ perspective 
which approximated and idealized mants normal vision of 
nature without attempting to extend that vision in space 
or time much beyond the horizon of literal sense 
experience. In a sense, classical perspective always 
focused on the ±mmediate foreground--on the spatial here 
and temporal now. 42 It is a significant parallel that 
neither classical scuplture nor painting attempted to 
give the illusion of distance by intentional 
foreshortening of normal proportions or by intentional 
extension of linear perspective to a vanishing point 
in the distant background. 43 The temporal and spatial 
perspective of classical drama was similarly limited to 
the here and now of a single crucial situation. It was 
a perspective which focused on dramatically significant 
events occurring in space and time, but it did not 
telescope space nor foreshorten time. This natural 
perspective, as it might be called, determined the 
41 Lane Cooper, "Introductionn in Fifteen Greek 
Plays (NewYork, 1943), ix-xi. ~ 
42 H. D. F. Kitto writes: uThe Greek theatre, 
normally confined .. by its Chorus to one time and place, 
could not trace change or growth in character; what it 
could do was to reveal more and more of the depths of a 
character already existing." Greek Tragedy (Garden City, 
N.Y., 1954), pp. 177-178. ·· 
43 
The late Hellenistic wall paintings of architectural 
vistas, such as those discovered at Pompeii, are an 
exception. This single exception in late ~ntiquity does 
not invalidate the generalization. 
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structure or plots in classical drama. 
In contrast, the kind of perspective which 
conditioned More's.plot foreshortens both space and time 
to present, not nature itselr, but an illusion or natural 
conditions. It is not a natural but a naturalistic 
perspective. The type or plot to which it gave rise 
reflects a Renaissance awareness of other worlds (the 
new world and the old) and or other times (antiquity 
consciously d~stinguished rrom the middle ages) • The 
emergence of a geographical and historical perspective 
in the Renaissance, something unknown to both classical 
antiquity and the middle ages, lies behind More's 
development or a new dramatic perspective. 
On the other hand, the characteristics of More's plot 
distinguish it with equal clarity rrom the typical plots 
of medieval drama. With the exception or the mystery 
plays dealing with the lire of Christ, the plots of 
medieval drama do not share More's biographical focus on 
.. 
the career or a particular individualized man. Most of 
the mystery plays are rocused on limited Biblical 
episodes. They do not attempt to compress the significant 
events or a lifetime within the scope or a single organic 
~action. Hence, they do not prov.ide us with a perspective 
in depth on the background or a character. The separate 
plays of a cycle are connected, as the Biblical stories 
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themselves, in an episodic and essentially epic fashion.44 
The later morality plays and secular interludes have 
schematic plots in which personified. abstractions, 
whether theological or secular, engage in a kind of 
dramatized debat which is resolved in accordance with 
an essentially allegorical perspective focused upon 
universals rather than the individua1. 45 The analogy 
upon which these morality plots are built is not human 
perspective in space and time but the dialectical 
opposition of abstract good and evil as seen through 
the concepts of scholastic theology. 
44 Wylie Sypher sees this difference in perspective as 
a fundamental distinction between medieval and Renaissance 
art. Contrasting the perspective of the Renaissance 
artist with that of the medieval artist, he writes: 
ncomposition in depth, with measurable intervals anQ. 
dimensions adapted to the image of man, places us, as it 
were,·within the confines of a stage where human action 
takes on a dramatic meaning. The medieval artist did not 
have such a stage at his disposal, for he saw with a 
double perspective; he drew man toward the center of his 
vision, but he lacked a secular theater in which man could 
act, since the cosmos still belonged to God, not to man. 
Gothic art humani'Z"ed the anecdote. The renaissance 
scientist-artist, having a single and humanist vision, 
built a new scene, in depth, about man, who could now 
appear i.J;J. a tragic focus.n p. 67. 
45 C. F. Tucker Brooke distinguishes three basic types 
of morality plots~ He writes: liThe three distinguishable 
plots have been called the Coming of Death, the Conflict 
of Vices and Virtues, and the Debate of the Heavenly 
Virtues.n The Tudor Drama (Boston, 1911), p. 60. All 
three of.these plot types engage personified abstractions 
in conflicts that are essentially verbal rather than 
physical despite an admixture of comic horseplay, which 
occurs in some of these dramas. 
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The mystery plays dealing with the lire of Christ are 
a special case since they are, unlike most medieval drama, 
related to both biography and tragedy. But only those 
dealing with Christ's passion, as opposed to nativity 
plays for instance, rall within the category of tragedy; 
and only by including a whole series of plays can we 
speak of them as biographical. In fact, these plays 
exhibit the same apical and allegorical perspective which 
we find in other medieval drama. Christ's life was usually 
dramatized in a series or separate mystery plays each or 
which presented an episode, and the over-all unity of the 
series depended upon vertical connections, theologically 
related, rather than the horizontal dramatic connections 
that we find in More's plot. .Even the limited subject 
of Christ's passion was not viewed consistently as a 
gradually developing tragic drama. 
For a number of reasons, the Ludus Coventriae presents 
what is probably the most significant example of an 
English mystery cycle dealing with the life of Christ.46 
46 It might be objected that these plays are not 
«mysteryn plays in a literal sense since they appear to _ 
have been performed originally by a religious order and 
later by a company of touring professional players 
rather than by the members of trade guilds or «mysteries" 
as were the ayales of York, Chester and Wakefield. 
However, they do: not difrer fundamentallY. in kind from the 
plays of the other cycles. K. S. Block, ed., Llidus 
Coventriae or The Plaie called Corpus Christi, EETS 
{London, 1922), Introduction, pp; ·_n:xf4-X1. 
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The manuscript in which these plays have come down to us 
is very nearly complete and reasonably well preserved.47 
The bulk of the manuscript is the work of one scribe, 
and it may be dated with approximate accuracy in the 
third quarter of the fifteenth century.48 The plays 
appear to have been composed or at least to have reached 
their present form about the middle of the fifteenth 
century, for there is evidence of the influence of 
Lydgate 1 s Lyf of oure Ladl in some of them, others 
reflect the influence of a fifteenth century translation 
of Bonaventura's Meditationes Vitae Christi, and the 
style of all the plays suggests mid-fifteenth century 
origins.49 Hence, these plays represent a late and 
mature stage in the development of the mystery cycles. 
Moreover, the manuscript contains two groups of related 
plays dealing with the passion of Ghrist, and these groups 
are equipped with exceptionally full directions concerning 
staging, acting, and sequence of presentation.5° 
47 :Ms. Ves.pasian D. viii of the Cotton Collection in 
the British Museum. Block, pp. xi-xii. 
48 One play is dated 1468. Block, p. xv. 
49 Block, pp. xlvi-xlvii. 
5° Block, p. liv. 
The entire cycle is or epic scope ranging in 
scriptural episodes rrom the creation to doomsday. It 
appears that the rirst and second halves or this cycle 
were ordinarily perrormed on alternate years on Corpus 
Christi day. The two groups or plays dealing with the 
passion·or Christ have a central position in the cycle 
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as a whole, but owing to the division or the cycle, only 
one group appears to_ have been perrormed in any one year. 5l 
Thus one year pagaents were presented ranging in subject 
rrom the creation to the betrayal or Christ and the next 
year ranging rrom the trial or Christ to doomsday. 
Accordingly the rirst passion ~roup ended the perrormances 
one year and the second :passion group opened t!he 
perrormances the rollowing year. Consequently the subject 
or Christts passion, rar rrom being presented as a.single 
tragic action, was divided between two groups or plays 
presented on alternate years. 
Considered independently each passion group does 
show some unity. These groups were presented in a 
continuous :perrormance in a standing location rather than 
in the processional manner common to medieval practice, 
each play coming r~ward to be presented alone. The 
plays within each group, or at·least some or them, do 
51 8 Brooke, p. 1 • 
60 
show a limited interdependence derived from the -continuity 
of the scriptural episodes on which they were based, from 
the deliberate and somewhat mechanical effort to provide 
them with transitions, from their continuous performance 
in a standing location, and from a consistency in metrical 
styl·e in some, but not all, that suggests that some may 
have been composed by one person. But despite this degree 
of unity, unusual among separate plays in the cycles, they 
do not achieve the unique kdnd of unity that we may without 
equivocation call dramatic plot. They do not achieve a 
truly consistent plot because there is so much evident 
splicing and dovetailing of the separate plays, not only 
of those presumably by one author, but also of plays, 
apparently by other hands, which have been inserted into 
the sequence or joined with it. For instance, Block writes 
that the second passion group is ndovetailed on by means 
of the Descent into Hell (xxxiii)[MS. number of play], of 
different style, to a Burial play (xxxiv) of similar style, 
which in its turn is joined ••• to a Resurrection and 
Harrowing play connected in style with xxxiii and forming a 
group with the Three Maries and, as it stands in the 
compilation, with the Mary Magdalen play.n5 2 This 
characteristically medieval corporative effort at unity 
does not achieve the unified dramatic perspective on a 
5Z Block, :pp. :X:XX:ii-:X:X:x:iii. 
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single action that More demonstrates in Richard III. 
Fundamentally these two groups or passion plays have 
an episodic structure and an implied allegorical unity 
that mark them as essentially medieval in form.53 
The titles of these plays, since they show how the 
subject of the passion was segmented, give some indication 
of the episodic structure of the groups. The first group 
includes The Council or the Jews, The Entry into Jerusalem, 
The Last Supper, The Conspiracy of the Jews and Judas, 
and The Betrayal. The second group consists of King 
Herod, The Trial of Christ, Peter 1 s Denial, The Death of 
Judas, The Trial Before Pilate, The Trial Berore Herod, 
Pilate 1 s Wife 1 s Dream, The Trial of Christ and the Thieves, 
The Condemnation and Scourging, The Procession to Calvary, 
The Crucifixion, The Descent into Hell, The Embassy to 
Pilate, The Episode of Longeus, The Descent from the 
Cross and Burial, The Quarding of the Sepulchre, The 
Harrowing of Hell, The Resurrection and Appearance to 
the Virgin, The Compact of the Soldiers and Pilate, The 
Three Maries, and The Appearance to Mary Magdalen.54 
A plot in which this sort or episodic material 
concerning a life of epic scope is foreshortened by 
dramatic perspective into a single tragic action is not 
53 Some parts of the cycle even include allegorical 
figures in the manner of the morality plays. Block,· p~ · ·li"V'. 
54 Block, :pp~ <V'.i:ii-i:x:. 
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to be round in either classical or medieval drama. It 
was a creation or the Renaissance, and More's Richard III 
is possibly the earliest example or this signiricant 
innovation in dramatic rorm. 
More's medieval heritage in biography and tragedy 
provided a starting point ror the original development 
in plot structure which we have noticed in Richard III. 
From the tradition or royal chronicles, More inherited 
a precedent--a royal lire as subject matter. But a more 
important inrluence on his plot structure was exerted by 
de casibus tragedy. As we have seen, medieval de casibus: 
tragedy was very nearly plotless. Yet the episodic 
narrative and the allegory or Fortune's wheel, which 
characterized it, played a part in determining the kind 
or structure which More created. Our analysis or the 
characteristics or More's plot reveals that it is built 
upon a rise-and-rall pattern which is obviously parallel 
to the allegory or man's rise and rall on Fortune's wheel. 
Furthermore, the broad scope in time in More's plot is 
related to the epic span which de casibus narrative shares 
with most medieval story telling. Hence, the original plot 
st~ucture which More achieved in Richard III might be 
described as a rruitrul marriage or the de casibus 
tradition with a new dramatic persp3ctive in space and 
time. The result· o.r this union was a new tragic rorm· 
without precedent in either classical or medieval literature. 
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This new rorm was an embodiment or a new vision or 
reality. As it has been shown, medieval biography and 
tragedy projected a vision or man and lire rrom a divine 
point or view--that is man was seen in this literature 
as ir through the eyes of God looking down from a 
vantage point located in a realm beyond the limits of 
space and time. It has also been shown how this, vision 
was so vast in its scope that it included within its 
epic horizon the beginning and the end of the world and 
the beginning and the end of time. Hence, in both· point 
of view and scope, it transcended the limits of a spatial 
and temporal world. The new form, which we have observed 
in Richard III, presented an entirely difrerent perspective 
on man and life. The point of view itself was cons.istently 
located as if within the context of space and time~ 
Consequently it was a humanistic point of view, rirmly 
anchored, like human vision, in the here and now. The 
scope of this new perspective was also analogous to a 
human vision of the spatial and temporal world, but it 
foreshortened both space and time in a dramatic way. It 
presented a focus on selected events as related 
horizontally, so to speak, in terms of physical cause 
and effect within the context of a spatial and temporal 
universe. In this respect, it is a naturalistic 
perspective. But for the same reason it is an especially 
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dramatic perspective, for all dramatic action is a kind 
of action which obeys laws ultimately analogous to the 
physical or "natural" laws of a spatial and temporal frame 
of reference, conditioned, of course, by the concept of 
nature prevailing in the age. More's achievement, an 
achievement which Roper and Cavendish shared with him, 
w~s to create a literary form which transmuted medieval 
precedents in biography and tragedy by means of a dramatic 
approach to biography as tragedy. A fundamental factor 
in this transmutation was a dramatic perspective which 
foreshortened both spatial and temporal depth from a fixed 
point of view and hence made possible the presentation of 
the essence of a human career as a unified tragic action. 
This new perspective replaced the medieval divine point 
of view with a humanistic point of view and the medieval 
epic scope with a Renaissance dramatic scope. Such a 
radical transformation was no small achievement, for it 
anticipated by several decades a kind of dramatic 
structure that became typical of much Elizabethan tragedy 
and particularly of· Shakespearean tragedy. 
Chaptel1 III 
Dramatic Perspective: Internal 
Conflict and Character Development 
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The first step in our analysis of a complex literary 
form is now complete. Morets Richard III illustrates how 
a fixed and fore.shortened :perspective in space and time 
made it possible to transform medieval de casibus tragedy 
into a new dramatic structure. Roper's Life of More or 
Cavendish1 s Life of Wolsey could have served almost 
e~ually well to illustrate this element of perspective, 
since all three of these Tudor biographies share a common 
form, but to avoid repetition and to provide the most 
telling examples, I have chosen to discuss each biography 
in connection with a different aspect of the form which 
they share. 
The second step will be an examination of how this 
form provided a dramatic perspective on internal cohflict 
and character development. For this purpose I have chosen 
William Roper's The Lyfe of Sir Thomas Moore, Knighte 
{circa 1556), t'he second of these biographies to be 
written. Roper was More's son-in-law, and he lived for 
over sixteen years in More's househoilid. ConseQuently, 
he knew More on the long-standing and intimate basis of 
a member of the family circle. Roper himself plays an 
unobtrusive part in the events of the biography. His 
close personal ties with his father-in-law are apparent 
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throughout. No one could have been placed in a more 
favorable position to observe the inner life of More 
than Roper, and. Roper made the most of' his opportunity. 
For this reason, Roper's biography is a particularly 
suitable choice for the stage of' our analysis dealing 
with internal conflict and character development. 
Although our ultimate concern will be with the 
internal conf'lict in this biography, that is the conflict 
within the chara~t-er of' More, an examination of the 
external conflict, as it appears in Roper's plot, will 
serve best as a starting point. The external action of' 
Roper's plot proceeds rapidly toward a climax. His; 
narrative shows More drawn into the service of' the young 
King Henry VIII by circumstances, despite More's youthf'ul 
·inclination to enter a monastery and pursue an unworldly 
career. He shows howMore's manif'est talents inevitably 
lead to his ad~ancement and to an ever closer relationship 
to the King. Henry's: desire for a divorce from Katherine 
of Aragon accelerates the rising action. He s;eeks More's 
advice on the matter, and More tactfully but firmly 
reveals his view, that the marriage to Queen Katherine is 
valid, knowing f'ull well that the King wishes to hear a 
contrary opinio.n. Then Henry dismisses Cardinal Wolsey 
from the Chancellorship and gives the of'fice to More ttthe 
rather to move him to incline to his side" as Roper tells 
us. After making Mora Lord Chancellor, the King renews 
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his attempts to gain his acquiesenee in the matter or the 
rortheoming marriage to Anne Boleyn. But More stands 
rirm and the tension mounts. More seeks to relieve the 
tension by requesting release rrom his orriee. The King 
unwillingly accepts the Great Seal rrom his hands, but 
matters have gone too _rar to be resolved thus easily. 
More, in retirement, is urged to attend the royal wedding 
and thus make a public gesture or approval or the King's. 
proceedings. The rerusal of More angers the King and 
determines him to bring him to heel by rorce. At the 
King's. instigation More is atta:inted o:f high treason in a 
bill of Parliament. He answers the charges against him, 
which are legally groundless, in a way w.hich inevitably 
rerlects adversely upon the King's own integrity. At 
•' 
this :point More tells Roper that he has ngone so farre, 
as without greate'shame I could never go~ back agayne.n55 _ 
Although he is dropped :from the Parliament bill because 
of the legal weakness of the case against him, he has, 
in erfect, :publicly de:fied the King. This is the 
penultimate event in the rising action of the plot. 
The rull climax or the plot is handled with consummate 
artistry by Roper. More is summoned to appear at Lambeth, 
the only layman in England so summoned, to take the Oath or 
Supremacy acknowledging the King as head or the church. A 
55 William Roper, The Life of Sir Thomas Moore 
ed., Elsie Vaughan Hitchcock, EETS London, 1935 , p •. 
Future references to Roper are to this edition. 
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writer primarily concerned with history might have 
described this climactic event, showing More refusing 
the oath in the presence of the berobed Lords and high 
Prelates of the realm, as indeed More did. Roper does 
nothing of the kind. With a consistency appr~priate to 
the intimate focus of his narrative, Roper deftly 
presents the clima~ as a quiet but poignant scene in 
which More takes leave of his family on his way to 
Lambeth and reveals to his son-in-law, while the waters 
of the Thames lap at the side of their boat, that he has 
made the fateful decision. Roper writes: 
And whereas he evermore used. before, 
at his departure from his wife and 
children, whom he tenderly loved, to 
have them bring him to his boate, and 
there to kisse them all, and bidd them 
farewell. Then would he Suffer none of 
them forthe of the gate to followe him, 
but pulled the wickatt after him, and 
shut them all from him; and with an 
heavy harte, as .by his countenance it 
appeared, with me and our foure 
servantes there took his boate towards 
Lambithe. Wherein sitting still sadly 
a while, at the last he sodainly rounded 
me in the yeare, and said: nsonne Roper, 
I thancke our Lord the feild is wonne!u 
What he ment thereby I then wist not, . 
yeat loth to seeme ignorant, I awnswered: 
nsir, I am thereof very glad. n But as 
I conjectured afterwards, it was for 
that the love he had to God wrought in 
him so effectually that it conquered56 all his carnall affections utterlye. 
Roper, pp. 72-73. 
69 
The tragic denouenent towards which Roper 1 s narrative 
has been building f'ollows More's. decision with the logic 
of' a syllogism. More is taken to the Tower, tried, 
convicted and beheaded. Rop~r presents his last scene 
with a dramatic objectivity which allows the event itself' 
to expand in the imagination and call f'orth all which 
came bef'ore it in an instant. He writes; 
And so was he by master Leiuetenante 
brought out of' the Tower and f'rom 
thence led towards the place of' 
execution. There goings uppe the 
sca~f'old, which was so weake that it 
was ready to f'all, he saide merilye 
to master Leiuetenante: ni pray you, 
master Leiuetenante, see me salf' 
uppe, and f'or my comings doune let 
me shif'te f'or my self'. tt 
Then desired he all the people 
thereabouts to pray f'or him, and to 
bears witness with him that he should 
nowe there suf'f'er death in and f'or 
the f'aith of' the holy chatolik fsic] 
churchs. Whiche done, he kneled 
downs, and af'ter his prayers said, 
turned to the executioner, and with 
a cheeref'ul countenaunce s.pake thus 
to him: ~Plucks upp thy spirites, 
man, and be not af'rayde to do thine 
of'f'ice: my necks is very shorts; 
take heeds theref'ore thow strike 
not awrye, f'or saving of' thine 
honestye.n 
So passed Sir Thomas Moore out 
of' this world to God, uppon the very 
same days in which himself' had most 
desired.57 
Thus f'or a tragic moment,Roper brings all of' Morets lif'e, 
the many times, the many places, the worldly wit and the 
otherworldly spirit, into perspective as a unif'ied 
57 Roper, pp. 102-103. 
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dramatic action. 
Roper achieved dramatic perspective in space and 
time in the same manner as More had in Richard III. As 
the passages q_uoted reveal, he presented dialogue and 
physical action as if witnessed in space from a human 
point of view. Nor are these passages exceptional. In 
a reliable modern edition of the biography, seventy-four 
pages, ·out of a total of one hundred in all, contain 
dramatically presented dialogue and action. 58 Furthermore, 
Roperts plot as a whole is determined by a perspective in 
time which allows us to see More's career as a single 
organic action which follows the de casibus pattern of 
a gradual rise to a climax, followed by a fall, leading, 
as if inevitably to the final catastrophe. 
In the work of both Roper and More, the focus of the 
plot is on the essence of a career viewed as a single 
action. But the action in Richard III is predominantly, 
although not exclusively, an external one. The action is 
primarily a physical conflict between Richard and his 
enemies. By treacherous cunning and physical force he 
overcomes them, and by these same means he is himself 
eventually overcome. 
It is true that Richard is tormented by his 
conscience and his dreams, but the conflict emphasized 
58 The edition is~·tb.~t·cited in note 55. 
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by More is an external one. In contrast, the conrlict 
which Roper brings into focus is primarily, although 
again not exclusively, an internal one. Unlike Richard, 
More, as Roper portrays h~, is ·not ambitious to rise to 
power. In fact, Roper's plot· shows him reluctant at 
every step to accept the increasing advancements which 
Henry thrusts upon him. More seriously considers 
taking monastic vows and even lives temporarily in a 
monastery as a layman. Of course, this is an historical 
fact, but Roper selects it deliberately because it belongs 
in the focus of the perspective in which he is presenting 
More's life. 
The essential conflict which Roper's plot reveals is 
not between More and the King but within More himself. 
Roper presents More as a man continually under the 
pressure of a dual allegiance--allegiance to a temporal 
prince and to a lofty ideal. The incidents Roper chooses 
to include in his narrative and the light in which he 
presents them emphasize this conrlict. For instance, 
when the King ~uestions More about the validity of his 
marri~ge to Queen Katherine, More stands by his conviction 
that the marriage is legal, although he is aware that to 
do so will displease his sovereign; but Roper shows us 
how he makes this point with great tact so that he may 
continue in the King's service and hence remain in a 
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position where he may hope to be really useful to King 
and country.59 More succeeds so well in combining 
practical statesmanship with uncompromising idealism 
that the King makes him Lord Chancellor despite his firm 
opposition to the royal divorce. This ouncome only 
increases the tension of the conflict between allegiances 
within More. The dramatic suspense of the plot, as 
Roper has written it, depends upon our uncertainty as 
to whether or not the demands of More's integrity and 
the demands of the King will, in fact, come into 
unreconcilable opposition and upon our further uncertainty 
as to which allegiance More will put first. Both of 
these questions are answered for us in the passage 
quoted in which More bids farewell to his family at 
Chelsea to go by water in the company of Roper and a few 
servants to face the ordeaa at Lambeth where he must 
either take or reject the Oath of Supremacy acknowledging 
the King as head of the church. 
It is significant that Roper chooses this scene for 
the climax of his plot. When More says "Sonne Roper, I 
thancke our Lord the fe ild is wonne!" we know that Nior e 
has made his decision. More's public rejection of the 
oath at Lambeth, although far more important from an 
historical point of view, would be an anti-climax in 
59 Roper, pp. 32-33· 
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Roperts drama, and he omits it completely. Roperts 
climactic scene is intentionally recused on the conrlict 
within More himself. It is an internal conrlict and must 
be internally resolved. More is not at war with the King 
but with himself. His victory is selr-mastery and the 
quiet scene between him and his uncomprehending son-in-
law, who only later realizes what has happened, is an 
artful job of externally dramatizing the resolution of 
an internal conrlict. 
It is important to notice in this passage that, 
while the conflict itself is strictly internal, it is 
presented entirely by means or external actions. We 
see More silently pull the gate shut arter him--an 
external act of internal significance since it symbolizes 
a decision which will sever him rorever from home, wife 
and children and all the worldly allegiances which they 
represent. We see him sitting silently in the boat, and 
the silence is heavy with meaning since there are five 
others with him. Then suddenly, alm,ost as if he were 
talking aloud to himself--for he is so introspectively 
abstracted that he is almost unaware or the others--he 
makes the cryptic remark which Roper fails to understand. 
Roper, "loth to seeme ignorant," answers, ttS,ir, I am 
thereof very glad." The banality or this uncomprehending 
response is an external symptom or the internal distance 
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between More and those present •. Hence the f'ocus.of' the 
scene is entirely upon externals--f'or external reality 
is the dramatic medium--but it successf'ullY conveys the 
inner conf'lict which is the essence of' Roper's drama. 
In its ef'f'ect, this passage is what Aristotle would 
call a "recognition scene," a very f'undamental element 
., 
in tragedy, ancient or modern. Thei reader will recall 
the recognition sesne in Sophocles' OEdipus Rex in which 
OEdipus, questioning. the old shepherd, recognizes that he 
himself' is t_h_e culprit ~e has been seeking. It involves, 
of' course, a· new knowledge of' himself--a shocking new 
perspective on his: e:IJ,t~e.\i!iner lif'e. Af'ter such a 
recognition, he can never again be what he was bef'ore. 
We see his character undergo a f'undam.ental change. 
Hence, through such a scene we are given a sudden insight 
which is, in f'act, a f'resh perspective on an internal 
conflict suddenly resolved because it is seen at last as 
a whole. 
The scene quoted f'rom Roper's More has. a :parallel 
dramatic function. In it, More recognizes that the 
antithesis of' values--the world as it is> and the world as 
it should be--to Which he has hitherto given a dual 
allegiance and between the claims of' which he has maintained 
a :precarious harmony must by the very nature of' things--
perhaps because of' the very nature of man--lead to tragic 
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con:fliet. He. recognizes that he must accept this con:flict, 
although accepting it will lead to his destruction. He 
realizes that the readiness to accept'it and its 
consequences is the all important thing. The rest--the 
ordeal at Lambeth and the sca:ff'old--is comparatively easy 
to f'ace. Hence, he says, "Sonne Roper, I thancke our Lord 
the f'eild is wonne!n A:fter this victory he can go 
joking to the scaf':fold. 
It is unlikely that Roper would have explicated this 
scene precisely in these terms. I am not suggesting, :for 
instance, that he consciously intended to write a 
"recognition scene" in accordance with the Poetics of' 
Aristotle~ It is .one of' the wonders of' art that poets: 
f'requently say more than they nknow.n It is signi:ficant 
to recall that Socrates, the f'irst master of' conceptual 
"knowing," complained that the poets uknewn nothing. The 
point is that Roper, regardless of' what he may have 
consciously intended, succeeds here in dramatically 
presenting an internal change in Morets character and in 
doing so he achieves a tragic ef'f'ect of' a very high order. 
This scene is the climax of' a plot :focused f'rom the 
beginning upon the conflict within More (and there is no. 
doubt that Roper consciously intended this f'ocus), and 
the scene leads, as if' inevitably, toward the f'inal tragic 
catastrophe. Hence, the result which the scene achieves 
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in its context is to give us a dramatic perspective on an 
internal conrlict which is resolved within the scene by a 
flrecogni tion," The recognition opens Moret s eyes. to a 
more inclusive view, a tragic view or lire which rrees 
him, at least ror t,b.e moment, rrom selr-pity and rear. 
The experience actually brings about a catharsis which 
leaves More a changed man, a man who has successrully 
surrered growth. 
Our analysis, so rar, leads to several conclusions. 
The dramatic perspective on internal conrlict and 
character development which I have chosen to illustrate 
with Roperts Li:t'e of' More is parallel to the dramatic 
perspective in space and time illustrated by Morets 
Richard III. Our analysis or Richard III was limited to 
what might be called dramatic perspective on external 
action. This element of dramatic perspective has two 
racets: one spatial, dramatic scene; and the other 
temporal, dramatic plot. Similarly Roper 1 s dramatic 
perspective on internal conflict and character 
development has both a spatial and a temporal racet; 
the externalization of' tnternal action, which is spatial; 
and the internal development of' character which is 
temporal. All rour or these elements or dramatic 
.:perspective supplement each other and have; been discussed 
in abstraction only ror the sake or an orderly analysis. 
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Artistically their e:ffect is single and synthetic. 
This dramatic perspective; in all its. aspects, but 
most notably in its :focus on character, clearly 
distinguishes Roper's Life o:f More :from medieval 
hagiography. The medieval lives o:f saints bear a 
relationship to Roper's Li:fe of More which parallels the 
.relationship between medieval royal lives and More's 
Richard III. 'Al~hough More had not yet been canonized 
in Roper 1 s. time, ·~oper obviously considered him a 
Christian martyr worthy of canonization. Consequently 
Roper, in choosing a saint as a subject, is consciously 
:following a medieval precedent, just as More was, in 
choosing to w~ite the li:fe of a king. But just as More's 
dramatic method trans:forms royal biography, so Roper's 
dramatic method .trans:forms hagiography. The key to the 
di:f:ference in both cases is the development o:f dramatic 
perspective. 
One o:f the outstanding :features o:f medieval 
hagiography is a constant preoccupation with manifestations 
of the miraculous in every conceivable :form--prophecies, 
portents, omens, miracles, divinations, revelationsj and 
revelatory dreams. In Roperts biography, there are two 
incidents related which are akin to this :feature of 
hagiography--the one, a prophecy, and the other, a portent. 
But the way in which Roper handles them is signi:ficantly 
di:f:ferent. 
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The prophecy appears in the first paragraph or the 
narrative. The incident concerns More as a child in the 
household of Cardinal Morton, where· he served as a page. 
Roper tells how the young More suddenly stepped in among 
the players at a Christmas pageant and, nothing abashed, 
with quick wit extempori~ed a part ror himself in the 
play. The cardinal, dining with his noble guests, 
turned to them in amusement and prophesied, "This child 
here wayting at_the table, whosoever shall live to sea it, 
will prove a mervailous man.u60 
The portent appears as an incident in More's youth. 
Roper describes howMore as a young·man, being a burgess 
in Parliament, spoke so effectively and so bravely 
against a financial appropriation, desired by King 
Henry VII ror his daughter's marriage, that the bill was 
completely defeated. The King, hearing that 0 a beardless 
boy had dis.appointed all his purpose," wa.s furious and, 
since More himself had no property, he revenged himself 
on More's rather by locking him in the Tower until the 
old gentleman had paid a fine or a hundred pounds for a 
61 fictitious offense. This incident is a portent in the 
sense that it deliberately presages the f'ate that More 
will eventually suff'er at the hands or Henry VIII. 
60 Roper, p. 5. 
61 Roper, pp. 7-8. 
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What is at once apparent in both of these incidents 
is that they reveal telling things about More's 
character--his pronounced ·dramatic flair, his idealistic 
integrity and his stubborn fearlessness when confronted 
with the royal displeasure. They are incidents which are 
not manifestations of the will of God, but manifestations 
of the will of More. The prophecy proves true not because 
More was predestined by God to play the role of a martyr 
and saint but because his individual character combined 
qualities that would so destine him. The portent is 
ominous not because God. spoke through it of More's fate 
but because More's character spoke through it. There is 
an immense difference between Roper's method of handling 
these incidents and the way in which they would be handled 
in medieval hagiography. In Roper's work, they give us a 
perspective on More's character which is dramatically 
symbolic. Given More's character and the dilemma which he 
faces at the climax, the final catastrophe follows as if 
inevitably and hence in accord with the dramatic laws of 
consistency. The allegorical perspective of hagiography is 
fundamentally different. In it, the universal Christ-like 
pattern finds its illustration in the particular life of a 
saint; whereas in Roper's perspective the individual 
character finds his definition, his tragic universality, 
80 
gradually, painfully and inductively. 62 
Furthermore, it is evident that in a literary form 
designed to reveal predestination there can be no real 
conflict either external or internal--that is, no conflict 
in which the issue is really in doubt. Without external 
conflict, character can not be dramatically defined, and 
without internal conflict, character growth or development 
can not be dramatically presented. In a predestined life 
there can, of course, be what might be called an 
allegorical conflict between the abstract force of good, 
personified by the saint, and the abstract force of evil, 
personified by the devil. But in such a conflict, God is, 
in effect, the protagonist and the issue is not in doubt; 
hence the conflict is not a dramatic one. With these 
limitations, medieval hagiography, despite a theme with 
tragic possibilities (saintly martyrdom) , could not 
develop in the direction of tragic drama. But Roperts 
dramatic perspective on internal conflict and character 
development transcended these limitations and made it 
possible for him to treat the biography of a saint as a 
62 Er~ch Auerbach sees this perspective as 
characteristic of Elizabethan drama in general. He writes, 
nin the drama of the Elizabethans ••• the drama of Christ is 
no longer the general drama, is no longer the point of 
confluence of all the streams of human destiny. The new 
dramatized history has a specific human action as its 
center, derives its unity from that center, and the road 
has been opened for an autonomously human tragedy. The 
great order or. the past--Fall, Divine Sacrifice, Last 
Judgment~-recedes, the human drama finds its order within 
itself,n p. 284. 
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Ol.f' The characters saints in medieval hagiography 
i 
tragedy. 
are universal, static, and allegorical; 
I 
i biography the character of More becomes 
but in Roperts; 
individual, 
dynamic, and dramatic. It is Roper's dramatic perspective 
which makes the dif'f'erenc~. 
i 
Our analysis of' dra~tic perspective in Roper's 
I 
Lif'e of' More amplif'ies th1 vision of' man projected.by 
More's Richard III. In e~ery f'undamental respect this 
. . . I 
vision dif'f'ers radically f')I'om the view of' man inherited 
I 
f'rom medieval biography add tragedy. In contrast to the 
i 
medieval divine outlook, ~e f'ind a humanistic one. It is 
I 
i 
a humanistic vision not o.njly because it is earth bound and 
I 
time bound, but also, as ~oper's work shows, because it 
' .· 
places the responsibility f'or action not in God but in man. 
This shif't of' the responsi~ilities of' f'reedom f'rom an 
infallible God to all too fallible man tremendously 
enlarged the possibilities! of' tragic art. We have also 
i 
I 
seen how the medieval epic/ scope was replaced by a dramatic 
I 
I 
scope. Here again this is; true not simply because the 
scope of' vision is dramati~ in the sense that it imitates 
' 
through plot the physical ~orld of' cause and ef'f'ect. It 
i 
is also true, as Roper's wprk shows, because human 
character is seen, not .. as bomething static given by God, 
i . 
i 
but as something dynamic which is partly determined by 
I 
circumstances and partly :rtee to determine them. Hence, 
I 
I 
individual character is se~n as something capable of' 
developing and growing through conflict; and in this 
sBnse character, as well as plot, is focused in a 
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dramatic scope. It should also be noted that the 
allegorical unity so characteristic of medieval biography 
and tragedy has been replaced in the work of both More 
and Roper by dramatic unities of plot and character. In 
Roper's work the allegorical vision of the unity of all 
saints in Christ is replaced by a dramatic vision of the 
unity of an individual character. And in the work of both 
More and Roper, the allegorical vision of the unity of all 
men on Fortunets wheel is replaced by a dramatic vision 
of unity, achieved through an integrated rise-and-fall 
plot. Hence, the medieval inheritance of More and Roper 
in biography and tragedy has been transformed by their 
artistic achievement in dramatic perspective. 
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Chapter Tifr 
Tragic Perspective: 
Symbolic Unity and Tragic Irony 
The rinal step in our analysis or these Tudor 
biographies concerns a symbolic unity and tragic irony 
derived rrom a perspective whic-h was not only dramatic 
but also tragic. Here again, all three biographies, in 
varying degrees, rerlect the rormal characteristics to be 
discussed, ror actually these characteristics are 
manirestations ·or a consistent extension of' the dramatic 
vision or man which has already been partially analysed. 
I have chosen to illustrate these rormal characteristics 
with Cavendish1 s Lire or Wolsey because in this biography 
they are most rully developed in connection with the 
de casibus allegory or tragedy, with which they provide a 
signiricant contrast. This contrast, in turn, will 
illustrate the tragic pers~ective which uniries all the 
previously examined elements or dramatic pers·pective in a 
single consistent literary rorm. 
The two rollowing passages, the rirst rrom Saint 
Bonaventurats thirteenth century Lire of' Saint Francis 
and the second from George Cavendishts The Life and Death 
or Thomas Wolsey (1557) , present a parallel and contrast 
which will serve as a starting point for our analysis. 
Bonaventura is relating how Saint Francis acquired his 
first disciple, Bernard, and how this event led to the 
establishment or the vows or the Franciscan rriars. He 
writes that Ber~ard 
was minded arter his [Saint Francis'] 
ensample to utterly despise the world, 
and sought counsel rrom him how he 
might accomplish· this. Rearing this, 
the servant of God was rilled with 
consolation by reason of his. rirst 
off-spring conceived of the Holy Spirit. 
ttFrom God, tt f?:ai th he, ttbehoveth us 
seek this couns·el." Forthwith, when 
it was morning, they entered into the 
church_ of' Sa~nt Nicholas, and, having 
first prayed, Francis, the worshipper 
or the Trinity, did thrice open the 
book of. the Gos.pels., seeking by a 
threefold witness from God to 
strengthen the holy purpose of Bernard. 
In the first opening of the book was 
dis.covered that saying: ltif thou will 
be perfect, go and sell that thou hast, 
and give to the poor.n In the second: 
nTake nothing ror your journey." And 
in the third: nr:r any man will. come 
after Me, let him deny himself', and 
take up his cross, and follow Me." 
ttThis," saith the holy man, nis our 
life and Rule, and that of' all that 
shall be minded to join our fellowship.n 63 
The passage from Cavendish comes at a point in his 
narrative immediately before Wolsey is arrested on a 
charge of. treason by the King 1 s agent, who comes to 
conduct him to a trial which would. have resulted in his 
execution had he not died on the way. Wolsey, as 
Archbishop of' York, is sitting down in company to dinner 
in his castle of Cawood at the very hour, as he later 
63 Saint Bonaventura, The Life of Saint Francis, 
trans. E. Gurney Salter (London, 1932), pp. 24-25. 
learns, in which tha Kingts agent departed for York to 
arrest him. Cavendish writes: 
My lord syttyng at dynner vppon Alhalou 
day in Cawood casteil h~~yng at his 
bordes end dyuers of his most worthiest 
chapleyns s.yttyng at dynner to kepe 
hyme company for lake of Strayngers/ ye 
shall vnderstand .that my lordes great 
cross1:3 of Syluer accustumably stode in 
the corner at the tables end leanyng 
ayenst the tappet or hangyng of the 
chamber/ And whan the tables end was 
taken vppe/ & a convenyent tyme ·for 
theme to arryse/ And in arryssyng frome 
the tabyll/ oon doctor Augusteyn/ the 
phisicion beyng a .venycian borne/ 
hauyng a boystors goWn of blake.veluett 
vppon hyme/ As he wold haue come owt at 
the tables end his gown ouerthrewe the -
crosse that stode there in the corner/ 
And the Crosse raylyng down along the 
tappett it chaunced to fall vppon · 
doctor Bonners hed wche stod among . 
other by the tappett makyng of Gurtesy 
to my lord and wt oon of the poyntz 
of the crosse Rae ed hys: hedj, a li till 
that the blode ran down/ the company 
standyng there ware greatly astoned wt 
the chaunce (my lord syttyng in his 
chayer) lokyng vppon th~m perceyved the 
chaunce/ demaundyd of me beyng next hyme 
what the matter ment of ther soden 
abasshemet/ I shewed hyme howe the 
Crosse fyll vppon doctor Bonners hed/ 
hathe it/ qd he/ drawen any bloode/ yea 
fors:othe my lord/ qd I/ as: it semythe 
me/ wt that he cast down hys hed lokyng 
very soberly vppon me a good while 
wtout any wo+d spekyng/ at the last/ qd 
he/ shakyng hys hed/ Malum Omen/ And 
therwt sayd grace/ and rose frome the 
table/ And went in to his bed chambgt 
there lamentyng makyng his prayers/ 
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64 George Cavendish, The Life and Death of' Cardinal 
Wolsey, ed., Richard S .. Sylvester, EETS (London, 1959), 
p. 151. Future references to Cavendish are to this edition. 
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It is apparent that both or these passages deal with 
divin~tion. In both there is an attempt to read the will 
or God~ Yet in each, the approach to divination is 
decidedly dirrerent. In Bonaventura the divination is 
quite deliberate. Saint Francis consciously intends to 
consult the will of God. He waits. until the next morning, 
goes into a church (hence away from the world and closer to 
the Holy Presence) and then, having duly prayed (to gain 
God's attention), he deliberately opens:t.J;t.e Holy .Book t.h.ree 
times ( threeness in abstraction,. he· knows, r·epresents the , . 
Holy Trinity) and discovers there the will or God. The 
whole arrair is an intentional augury perrormed in a 
. ceremonial manner.65 
65 The passage quoted from Bonaventura is an especially 
clear example of a kind of deliberate divination proceeding 
rrom abstraction to particular which is not at all uncommon 
in the saintst lives. In Adamnan 1 s Lire of St. golumba 
(692-697), or.as it is more appropriately called by its 
modern editor Prophecies, Miracles and Visions or St. 
Columba, there are numerous examples of proceeding 
deliberately from a mystical abstraction to the prediction 
or particular events. One example, in which the saint 
predicts the arrival of a bird from across the sea, closely 
parallels the passage in Bonaventura. The prediction is 
made on the basis of thE3 mystical abstraction of threeness. 
He predicts the bird will arrive in three days, at the 
ninth hour or the day (3 p.m.) and that it will remain 
three days and then rly back whence it came. Later these 
events come to pass as predict.ed. There are also in this 
work many miracles which the author reminds us happen 
ncontrary to naturen by God•s intervention. The Life is a 
classic in its kind and not .. untypical o:f the genre. 
Adamnan, The Li:fe of St;. Columba, ed. J. T. Fowler (Oxf'ord, 
1894) , pp. 48-49 and passim. For further illustrations of 
this characteristic of saints• lives, see Appendix B. 
In Cavendish the approach to divination is 
signiricantly dirrerent. In the rirst place, it all 
happens by chance and at a most secular moment (while the 
Cardinal is at dinner}. Furthermore, everything that 
occurs is p~rrectly explainable in terms or material 
causes and errects. The cross does not rall of itself 
but is pulled over by Doctor Augustine 1 s gown. There is 
nothing miraculous here such as the amazing consistency or 
the Biblical texts to which Saint Francis opens. The 
company at dinner all reel there is something signiricant 
about this nchaunce," but they are thoroughly puzzled. 
-· -
At first, Wolsey (whom it most importantly concerns) 
hardly notices it. Then, seeing the "soden abasshemetn 
of the others, he asks Cavendish if it has drawn any blood. 
When he discove.rs that it has, he is suddenly struck with 
horror. nMalum Omen,n he pronounces (as multiple meanings 
strike him), and he rorthwith retires to his chamber to 
pray. 
In .a passage which follows, Cavendish tells· _u.s· that 
Wolsey, after brooding alone over the matter, carerully 
interpreted its signiricance in detail. In the rall of 
the cross, "wche belonged to the dygnytie of yorke," he 
saw himself. In the physician (a secular person), he saw 
the secular power that would overthrow him. The person 
the cross struck, Doctor Bonner, was "mr or my lordes 
raculties & sperytuall Iurisdiccions.n Hence, he saw 
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in this event the damnirication or his spiritual 
authority. Finally, the drawing or blood, he thought, 
11 betokned deathe. u The entire experience he interpreted 
as a manifestation of God 1 s will.66 
Now it will be noticed that in Cavendish the approach 
to divination is entirely empirical and inductive. The 
concrete event itself occurs rirst and quite by chance. 
It is a natural event entirely explainable, on one level, 
in terms or physical cause and effect. Wolsey ~ees it, 
at first, exclusively on this naturalistic level. Then 
suddenly, and fortuitously, he sees implications leading 
in many directions. The event is seen to have meanings 
on a supernatural level as well. Then, and not till then, 
does he proceed to abstract them as concepts. His 
approach to divination is an inductive one, proceeding 
rrom the particular to the universal. But since we are 
dealing here with divination rather than science it 
would be more appropriate to call his approach a symbolic 
one. For symbolism, as I have previously derined it, is 
a means of interpreting life which begins with the 
concrete and discovers in it, orten fortuitously, 
universal implications. 
Ir we return now to Bonaventura's passage, it will 
be noticed that the approach to divination is a priori 
66 Cavendish, pp. 151-152. 
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and deductive. Saint Francis begins with assumptions--
rirst that the will or God can be deliberately solicited 
in a miraculous way ir one goes about it in the proper 
rashion (with prayer and ceremony) and in the proper 
place (in church). Secondly, he assumes that an 
abstraction \the concept ?r threeness), being universally 
associated with the Trinity, may be applied to a concrete 
event (thrice opening the Gospel) to arrive deductively 
at the will or God. His approach to divination is as 
deductive as scholastic philosophy. But it would be 
more accurate to call it an allegorical approach, since 
the end in view is not scientiric (even in a medieval 
sense) but moral and supernatural. This allegorical 
approach to the interpretation-or life, beginning with 
the universal and deliberately applying it to the 
particular, contrasts in a striking way with the symbolic 
approach in Cavendish. 
_It is important to recognize that this dirference is 
in the approach of the writers themselves, not simply in 
their historical s.ubj ects, Saint Francis and Wolsey. In 
both cases an historical event, presumably at least, 
provided some part or the subject matter. We may possibly 
doubt the_historical accuracy or Bonaventura's account 
since it contains an element so improbabl~ as to approach 
the miraculous. Some part of the account may have had an 
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historical basis, but since medieval hagiographers 
frequently borrowed and adapted miraculous incidents from 
other saintst lives, it may very well have had a strictly 
literary source. In Cavendish 1 s case, there is little 
reason to doubt that something of the sort he describes 
actually took place. He claims, of course, to have 
witnessed it, and there is nothing in the account that is 
unlikely except the strange coincidence of the King1 s 
agent leaving on his errand of arrest at the same time of 
day as the event itself occurred. On the other hand, 
whether fully historical or no, Cavendish dramatically 
exploits its symbolic qualities to the hilt. The King's 
agent left 1'aboughtn the same time of day writes 
Cavendish, n as nyghe as it cowld be Iuged." It is 
evident that Cavendish himself sees this event in a 
symbolic light, and he has certainly succeeded in 
presenting it to us in that light. The important matter 
to be observed in these passages is that each presents a 
similar event, whether historically true or not, in a 
different perspective. Both Bonaventura, and the Saint 
Francis he gives us, think and see allegorically. On the 
contrary, both Cavendish, and the a~rdinal Wolsey he 
presents, think and see symbolically. 
It is apparent that both Bonaventura and Cavendish 
believe in the supernatural. But how different their 
perspectives are! In Bonaventura, we see the will of God 
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manifest itself by miraculous intervention in the natural 
order. In Cavendish the natural order of cause and effect 
is itself an expression of the will of God. God manifests 
his will symbolically in the concrete and apparently 
natural event. The symbolic experience becomes a dramatic 
recognition scene in which man suddenly recognizes a 
hitherto hidden correspondence between the natural order 
and a supernatural order. But it would be more appropriate 
to call this order supra-natural or cosmic to avoid any 
connotation of the miraculous. The implication is that 
events in space and time are connected by physical laws 
that are strictly parallel to corresponding cosmic laws 
which are expressions of the divine will and consequently 
have a moral significance. Hence, every physical act of 
man becomes also a moral act with moral as well as physical 
consequences. This perspective has great dramatic 
possibilities since through the symbol the external order 
of dramatic plot, the internal order of dramatic character, 
and the universal or cosmic order or dramatic theme may 
all be brought together in a single organic unity. It 
is this sort of symbolic unity that Cavendish achieved 
in his Life of Wolse¥--not through the single passage 
quoted above, of course, but through making many elements 
of his dramatic form symbolic in the particular sense 
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that this passage is symbolic. 67 
So rar our analysis or symbolic unity has been limited 
to a speciric scene. However, to appreciate the unirying 
errect or this scene, we must see it in relation to the 
action as a whole. The action as a whole is comprised or 
two related conrlicts--an external conrlict between Wolsey 
and his enemies and an internal conrlict between Wolseyts 
worldly ambitions and his moral responsibility as a man 
and a priest. Both or these conrlicts are within the 
perspective which determined Cavendish's plot. 
Cavendishts plot portrays Wolsey as a worldly and 
ambitious cleric seeking to rise in both church and state 
at the same time, and in both spheres he aims at the 
highest--the Chancellorship in England and the Papacy in 
Rome. He is shown gradually working himselr into a 
position or almost unlimited power in England by relieving 
Henry VIII or irksome responsibilities and by nourishing 
every royal wish and whim. His immoderate display or 
wealth and power, once he has achieved the secular orriee 
or Lord Chancellor and the ecclesiastical orrice or Papal 
Legate, makes him many enemies; but as long as he remains 
in the King 1 s ravor, they can not harm him. He maintains 
the Kingts ravor by catering to his passions. One such 
passion is Anne Boleyn, a Lady in Waiting at court, to 
67 For rurther examples or this in Cavendish, see 
p. 190 and note on p. 193 or this work. 
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whom Henry's restless eye takes a rancy. Mistress Anne, 
who does not know that the King is secretly enamoured of 
her, engages herself to be married to the young Lord 
Percy, son of the Earl of Northumberland. The King, 
hearing of this development, directs Wolsey to see to it 
that this engagement is broken. Wolsey, ever attentive 
to the King's pleasure, frightens Percy into breaking the 
engagement. But in doing so he fatally incurs the 
displeasure of Mistress Anne, who is still unaware or 
the King's intentions. Cavendish writes: 
whe.rewt [Wolsey's meddling) mrs Anne 
Bolloyn was greatly offendydj Sayeng 
that if it lay euer in hir power she 
wold worke the Cardynall as myche 
displeasure.68 
This much or the plot is primarily a presentation or the 
external conrlict leading up to a climax in which Wolsey 1 s 
enemies gain enough purchase to overthrow him. 
The climax of the external conflict comes in an. 
impressive trial scene where Wolsey and Cardinal Campeggio, 
under the Pope 1 s authority, sit as judges of their 
sovereign in open court on the matter or the validity of 
the King1 s marriage to ~ueen Katherine, who, of course, 
stands in the way or Henry's. intended marriage to Anne 
Boleyn. At the beginning of' the trial the Q.:ueen in an 
impassioned speech begs the King to call off' the 
68 Cavendish, p. 34. 
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proceedings inasmuch as it is plain that the King's. own 
subjects can hardly be expected to be impartial judges or 
their master. Thereupon she leaves the court and refuses 
to return. The King makes a shrewd speech beginning with 
a polite tribute to the ~ueen's virtue, calculated to 
pacify the stunned reaction to her melodramatic outburst, 
and then in the manner of a tolerant husband setting aside 
the testimony of an hysterical wife, he reaffirms his 
religious scruples about his marriage and touches 
discreetly upon his desire for a male heir. All this is 
written with a dramatic skill which reveals the sincerity 
of the Q,ueen, the transparency of the King 1 S: speech and 
the ambiguous position of the .j.udges. 
At the concrlusion of the trial, Cardinal Oampeggio, 
who is beholden to the King for a bishopric but who is 
Italian born, refuses to give judgment without ~irst 
consulting the Pope. Wolsey is in the dilemma of being 
f'orced to alienate either the King or the Pope and such 
other powers abroad as might advance his ecclesiastical 
ambitions. In view of' the weakness of' the King's case and 
the commitment of' Campeggio, he decides to go along with 
his colleague in ref'erring a f'inal decision to the Pope; 
hoping that a Papal decision f'avorable to the King might 
be obtained. This hope, of' course, proves vain. 
As Cavendish presents his narrative, this decision 
95 
is climactic and fatal to Wolsey 1 s career. Whether or 
not it was so historically is, of course, another matter. 
In Cavendish's dramatic scheme, it provides Anne Boleyn 
and her eager allies among the King 1 s Council with the 
opportunity for which they have been waiting. One of 
these allies, the Duke of Suffolk, seeing the opening, 
rises boldly in court and cries out to Wolsey, nyt was 
neuer ( qd he) mary in Englond whilest we had Cardynalles. 
among vs.n69 Wolsey answers him with calm gravity, but 
his answer is greeted with a chilling silence and the 
court adjourns. 
After this climactic scene the fortune of Wolsey 
declines rapidly, but an internal conflict begins to 
arise. Immediately thereafter the first blow falls. 
Wolsey goes with Campeggio to the King's court at Grafton. 
Campeggio is received, but the Lord Chancellor is informed 
by an underling that there is a ·shortage of accommodations 
and that no chamber has been assigned for his use. Wolsey 
begins to sense that his attempts to serve the King have 
ironically resulted in his losing the King's favor--
especially his service to Henry in regard to Anne Boleyn. 
But he is by no means convinced that the King's favor can 
not be regained. Consequently he is torn between two 
poles--a growing suspicion that his devotion to unworthy 
69 Cavendish, p. 90.~ 
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moral ends is bringing upon him a deserved retribution 
and an ever more urgent need to believe that the King 
will not f'orsake him. Cavendish dramatizes this internal 
conf'lict in several scenes in which Wolseyts vain hopes 
of' regaining the royal f'avor momentarily f'licker in the 
presence of' messengers f'rom the King bearing him token 
gif'ts. But as the internal action rises, the f'ortune of' 
Wolsey continues to f'all. One by one his powers, his 
honours, and his properties are stripped f'rom him as 
Anne Boleyn and her allies, as if' pursuing a gambit in a 
game of' chess, remove piece af'ter piece f'rom the board. 
At last Wolsey is reduced to a single of'f'ice and 
dignity, his Archepiscopal See of' York. At the Kingts 
command, he removes reluctantly to York where he will be, 
as his enemies wish, f'ar f'rom court and the King. But he 
has not long to enjoy this remnant of' his f'ormer.power, 
f'or his enemies at court are plotting his utter destruction. 
It is at this point that the symbolic scene of' the falling 
cross occurs--a scene which is the climax of' the internal 
conf'lict. This is, in ef'f'ect, a recognition scene, f'or in 
it Wolsey recognizes that his errors have not been mere 
political mistakes which can be repaired but moral. errors. 
which have inevitably led him to the brink of' tragedy. He 
realizes, too late, that the moral and physical.. world are, 
in f'act, one, and that he has been deluded to think that 
he could achieve the ends he desired by the means he chose. 
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It is clearly CaYendish's intention to imply a rundamental 
change within the character or Wolsey at this point, ror 
therearter the Wolsey he gives us is a dirrerent man. He 
no longer attempts to regain the King's ravor but says 
instead to one who attempts to revive this hope, "I 
perceyve more than ye can Imagyn or do knowe/ experyence/ 
pr ola, hathe taught me.n70' Finally, sick, broken and 
penniless, he dies at Leicester saying in tragic humility, 
"ir I had serued god as dyligently as I haue don the kyng 
he wold not haue gevyn me ouer in my gray heares~n71 
It is evident that this plot contains an external 
action (Wolsey•s rise and rall) and an internal action 
(Wolsey's struggle with himselr) and t~at both actions 
are constructed upon a pattern or rise and rall analogous 
to the de casibus allegory or Fortune's wheel. Cavendish 
himselr makes rrequent rererences to "rortunes whele," and 
there can be no doubt that de casibus tragedy is as nearly 
the medieval progenitor or Cavendish's work as royal 
biography and hagiography are progenitors or More's 
Richard III and Roperts More respectively. 
Accordingly, Cavendish's, Wolsey has sometimes been 
considered merely a prose example or the sort of de casibus 
70 Cavendish, p. 171. 
7l Cavendish, pp. 178-179. 
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tragedy round in The Ndrror ror Th~gistrates. 72 But this 
judgment leaves out or the reckoning all that is most 
signiricant in the achievement or Cavendish. His 
achievement was in transforming medieval de casibus 
tragedy through a dramatic perspective which tremendously 
increased its potential as tragic art. 
The Wolsey that Cavendish gives us does not rise and 
rall with the turning of blind Fortune's wheel, which 
lirts and drops men indiscriminately because all are 
guilty or original sin. He rises because his extraordinary 
ambition and ability prompt him to speciric acts, 
deliberately and freely undertaken by him because he has 
correctly calculated their specific consequences. He is. 
shrewd in the ways of the world and confident, in the 
early part or the narrative, ~n his ability to be master 
or his own fortune. The rising external action or the 
plot--being a sequence o~ necessary cause and efrect--
clearly establishes this •. 
But just as his rise is a result of freely chosen 
specific acts so also is his fall. The trouble is, or so 
72 Donald Stauffer, ror instance, writes: "The Lire 
of Wolsey is in fact no more than a Mirror ror Magistrates 
story told in prose, n p. 126. See also ~Villard Farnham t s 
comments quoted on p. 6 of this study. The inadequate 
conception of Cavendish's significance, as also or More's 
and Roperrs, is the result of depending exclusively upon 
an iconog~aphical analysis without attention to the 
implications or literary form.. 
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at least he thinks as his f'ortune begins to decline, that 
he can not possibly f'oresee all of' the consequences of' all 
of' his acts, for instance his meddling with Anne Boleyn. 
As his fortune continues to decline, he hopes to repair 
it by politic means, but a grain of doubt has entered his 
mind and the internal action gradually rises as a 
consequence. ·In the scene of the falling cross, the 
internal action reaches a climax, and Wolsey begins to see 
his entire life in a new light. The new light is at once 
symbolic, ironic, and ·tragic. Events which previously 
appeared unrelated now reveal connections. It is not 
Fortune, but he that· has been blind. He has been aware 
all along that his political acts must have political 
consequences, ·but he. has hitherto been blind to their 
equally inevitable moral and cosmic consequences. The 
irony of his experience reveals to him the moral 
consequences and the falling cross reveals that there 
are even cosmic consequences. Gavendish1 s coordination 
of external action,· internal action, and. symbolic action 
clearly implies that moral disorder within the individual 
leads to political disorder within the state and even to 
sympathetic reaction; as it were, in the cosmic order to 
which an inanimate object like Wolsey,t s cross: belongs. 
Hence, man, state and cosmos are placed in a perspective 
which is tragi.c because man, although imperfect, is free 
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to act, and his actions will inevitably have consequences 
reaching even to the cosmic order o~ the universe itsel~. 73 
This is the tragic theme which is implied by, and hence 
inseparable from, the literary form of Cavendish1 s work 
as a whole. The external and internal actions of the 
plot are actually only separate aspects of a s~ngle tragic 
action, and .this action reflects a tragic theme which is 
radically different from the medieval de casibus 
conception of Fortune 1 s wheel. 
The ~undamental difference between the de casibus 
theme as it appears in medieval literature (and indeed as 
late as The Mirror for Magistrates) and the theme of 
Cavendishts Wolsey is that the former is allegorical in 
unity and contemplative in tone.· The medieval allegory of 
Fortune's wheel was ultimately based upon theological 
dogma. Its unity lay in the logic of theology, not in the 
logic of events. The lives of all men, whether wise or 
foolish, good or bad, were made to appear to fit a 
73 Erich Auerbach points out how such a perspective, 
which he considers characteristically Shakespearean, 
intensifies dramatic power. He wr-ites: nshakespearets 
ethical and intellectual world is much more agitated, . 
multilayered; and, apart from any specific dramatic action, 
in itself more dramatic than that o~ antiquity. The very 
ground on which men move and actions take their course is 
more unsteady and seems shaken by inner disturQances. 
There is no stable world as background, but a wbrld whi.ch 
is perpetually reengendering itself out of the most varied 
forces," p. 285. Cavendish achieves a s·imilar dramatic 
intensity through a tragic perspective in which reality is 
multilayered, interrelated, and reengendered by consequence 
of human action. 
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preconceived ror.mula. All men must rise and rall as Adam 
did, ror all men are his children. The approach to tragedy 
was deductive and hence allegorical, and its unity depended 
upon its universal application to particular lives. 
Consequently, this theme was contemplative in tone rather 
than tragic. It induced humility by reminding men of their 
common fate, and, no doubt, consoled men ror their 
particular failures by merging them, as it were, with a 
universal experience. In short, it offered them, as did 
Boethius,.t.li~t great ravorite of the middle ages, the 
consolations of philosophy. 
Cavendish retains the pattern or rise and rall ih his 
plot, but the very existence of a plot in his work is a 
symptom or a dirrerent perspective and a difrerent theme. 
His approach to tragedy is symbolic, in the most inclusive 
sense, because he proceeds inductively from specific 
historical events (and it is signiricant that he personally 
witnessed them} to a perception of order and meaning in 
those events which could not have been roreseen. As a 
result or this approach, tragic irony plays an extremely 
important part in unirying the action or h~s tragedy as a 
whole. nAction," as I intend the term, means more than 
plot; it includes, ror instance, a symbolic action such 
as Wolsey's falling cross, which is, strictly speaking, 
not a part of the plot. But the plot is the skeleton or 
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the action, and as such, it re~lects the theme o~ the 
action as a whole. Cavendish's plot opens our eyes to a 
concatenation of tragic ironies as it gradually un~olds •. 
Seeking to please the King, Wolsey actually succeeds 
in alienating him; for it was in the King's interest that 
he incurred the enmity o~ Anne Boleyn which led ironically 
to his ~all from royal favor. Seeking power and wealth, 
he arouses the jealousy of enemies who, with Anne Boleyn's 
help, strip him so effectually that he dies both powerless 
and penniless. Seeking to rise in the church, he brings 
about his ~all in the state and ironically his ~all from 
ecclesiastical power as well. Finally, in seeking to 
serve himsel~ by serving the King, he has endangered his 
soul by neglecting to serve God. 
These ironies are, in effect, dramatic symbols--
dramatic in the sense that they are revealed through plot, 
and symbolic in the sense that their significance emerges 
unexpectedly and inductively ~rom a specific context. 
These ironies also open our eyes to an unsuspected unity 
o~ internal moral order, external political order, and 
supranatural cosmic order. Hence, the unity of Cavendish's 
literary form, considered as a whol~ is symbolic rather 
than allegorical. 
As in all truly symbolic works of art, the theme is, 
at least in its full import, inseparable from the form. 
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Allegory, beginning as it does with the conceptual, lends. 
itselr more readily to a conceptual abstraction or its 
theme. Cavendish1 s theme has a tragic tone, but it is 
dirficult to state, in so many words, what induces its 
tone without oversimplifying. Nevertheless, by way or 
comparison with the contemplative tone of the medieval 
theme or Fortunets wheel, a rew generali~ations may be 
made. Wolsey 1 s tragedy, as Cavendish presents it, is a 
result or human moral responsibility in a universe so 
organically interrelated on all levels or reality that 
every human act has inevitable reverberations throughout 
the cosmic order. However, although man is entirely 
responsible ror his choices, he cannot roresee their 
ultimate consequences nor can he avoid these consequences 
once he has initiated them. He is rree, but he is only 
free to be perrect. In every other way, he is bound--
bound by the political laws or states, bound by the 
physical laws or space and time, bound by the accumulating 
'>-.,. 
consequences or his every ac.t, and bound by a moral 
injunction of perrection. But since every man's action 
af'rects every other ·man, and since no man is perrect, much 
less all men, tragedy in some degree is the inevitable rate 
or all. The tragic experience is recognizing, and hence 
accepting, this interdependence or all things and the 
terrible burden it places upon human responsibility--
accepting it not because it is just, ror it is certainly 
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not just, from any rational point of view, but because it 
is, perhaps for reasons beyond human comprehension, 
necessary. This is, in the inevitably oversimplified 
terms of abstraction, the theme which induces the tragic 
tone of Cavendish's Life of Wolsey. But Cavendish's 
biography is not an abstract thesis. It is a concrete 
literary form which crystallizes a tragic perspective on 
human life. 
This tragic perspective encompasses aU tb.E:hcet))em.e;nts 
of dramatic perspective previously analysed in isolation--
perspective in space and time, on internal conflict and 
character, and the symbolic unity and tragic irony to 
which the former lead by logical extension. In fact, this 
tragic perspective and the dramatic biographical form 
which gave it expression in Tudor literature is all of a 
piece, and, allowing for minor differences, both the 
vision and the form are manifest in More's Richard III and 
Roper's More as well as Cavendish t s Wolsey.· 
The achievement of More, Roper and Cavendish in the 
development of dramatic form was remarkable. Their 
medieval heritage in biography and tragedy provided them 
with important precedents: princes, saints and magistrates 
as subjects; martyrdom and Fortune's wheel as conventional 
themes; and an episodic and epic narrative tradition. But 
the form they achieved and the perspective it crystallized 
was original. With their work, a humanistic point of view 
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and a dramatic scope in space and time replaced a medieval 
divine point of view, epic in scope and extending beyond a 
spa~ial and temporal frame of reference. A dramatic 
perspective on internal conflict and character development 
replaced a~ allegorical approach to characterization. A 
symbolic approach·to unity involving dramatic irony 
replaced an allegorical approach to unity. ~nd finally, 
and this is the most fundamental matter, a tragic 
perspective on individual human endeavor, through which 
the essence of a career could be seen as a single tragic 
action, replaced a medieval contemplative vision of man 
in the abstract, a vision which, had it continued to 
prevail, could hardly have led to the tragedies of 
Shakespeare. 
Chapter V 
The Contribution of Tudor Biography 
to Shakes.peare' s Heritage 
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Anyone f'amiliar with the tragedies of' Shakespeare's 
maturity can hardly fail to.see a striking similarity 
between the tragic perspective of the Tudor biographies 
just analysed and important elements of' Shakespeare's 
own tragic vision. Since all three biographies were 
written by 1558, or six years before the birth or 
Shakespeare, the question of' their significance as a 
part of' his heritage naturally arises. This is a question 
which has two aspects. The first is purely historical. 
That is, the f'act that these biographies existed by 1558 
and contributed to the literary tradition in Shakespeare's 
background may qualify certain as.sum.ptions that have been 
made in the past about the evolution of Elizabethan 
tragedy as a literary genre. This question, in itself', 
has nothing to do with the direct inf'luence of these 
biographies upon Shakespeare, but it does raise a question 
about the relative importance of certain other factors in 
Shakespeare's heritage. The second aspect of the question 
is the degree and probable significance of' the influence 
of these biographies upon particular plays attributed to 
Shakespeare. The procedure will be to discuss first their 
currency in Shakespearets environmental background and the 
questions which this raises, and then to approach the 
question of their influence in that light. 
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There are several reasons why the significance of 
these biographies in the background of Shakespeare has 
never been adequately investigated. In the first :place, 
More's Richard III was the only one which was available 
in :print in its entirety during Shakes::peare 1 s lifetime. 
Large parts of Cavendish's work and all of More 1 s 
appeared in various chronicles available to Shakespeare, 
but only a few borrowings from Roper appeared in Halle's 
chronicle. Consequently, if one looks no further, it is 
easy to assume that with the exception of More 1 s Richard 
III their influence before and during Shakespeare's time 
was :probably negligible. 
Another circumstance. which has helped obscure their 
significance is the fact ·-t·.b.at there are few contemporary 
references to them. Tha reason, of course, is that the 
writers were all three Catholics, and the biographies, 
with the exception of More's Richard III, dealt with 
Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn from a Catholic point of view 
which could be construed as treasonous and especially 
offensive to Elizabeth. Hence, Stowe found it advisable 
to. expurgate all mention of Anne Boleyn from the :passages 
of Cavendish whic~ he transcribed and :printed in his 
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chronicle.74 More's work appeared in the earlier 
chronicles without acknowledgment o:r the author. And 
those who had access to the manuscript copies o:r these 
works and transcribed them nearly verbatim were usually 
care:ful not to mention the means by which their materials 
came to them. Hence, their quite considerab~e circulation, 
to judge by the nmp.ber o:r extant manuscripts and known 
exploitations o:r them, was largely surreptitious and has 
le:ft :few obvious traces to alert the researcher. 
Nevertheless, their in:fluence was abroad as the 
:following evidences reveal. More's Richard III appeared 
:for the :first time in print in Gra:rton's continuation o:r 
Hardyng's. Chronicle {1543). It was copied in :full as the 
last item o:r that chronicle, but there were some passages 
that did not :follow the original wording precisely. In 
1548 it was reprinted."in·.Gra:rton1 s. edition o:r Halle's 
:e.!+;r-.o.n~~)._e with a heading attributing it to More and then 
reissued again by Graf'ton in 1550. In 1557 WilliamRastell 
printed the :first strictly correct text in his edition o:r 
More's English Works. Rastell used More's autograph 
manuscript and expressly called attention to his desire 
to·provide a text :free of' the corruptions in Grafton's 
editions·. Therea:fter it appeared, accurately transcribed 
f'rom Rastell 1 s edition, in most o:r the Tudor and 
74 Sylvester, "Appendix D," p. 271. 
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Elizabethan chronicles. 75 Holinshed reprinted it verbatim 
~romRastell's copy, even to a reproduction or certain 
gaps ror dates and names which More had left to fill in 
later. More's Latin version of Richard III was also 
printed in the edition of his Latin works published at 
Louvain in 1565.?6 
Large portions o~ Cavendish's Wolsey appeared for 
the first time in print in John Stowe's Chronicles or 
England {1580) • Stowe included even more of Cavendish in 
his Annals of England {1592) , but he carerully o~itted 
anything which might be construed as offensive to 
Elizabeth. Much of Cavendish also appeared in the second 
edition of Holinshed (1587) , and in John Speed's Hist.ory 
of Great Britain (1611) •77 Holinshed was probably not 
75 It appeared in the following chronicles: Hardyng 
(1543); Halle (1548, 1550); Grafton (1568, 1569); 
Holinshed ( 1577, 1587) ; Stowe ( 1580) • More's work was. 
_--copied in full and verbatim from Rastell for.printing in 
;:... Grafton 1 s edition of 1568. Ther·earter, the chronicles 
which incorporated More's work added materials from other 
sources but omitted nothing important that had appeared in 
Grafton and either copied or very closely paraphrased 
More's own words and phrasing in those parts derived from 
him •... There were, of course, occasional minor variations of 
a w9rd or more as a result of faulty copying or the need of 
-~roviding transitions with material from other sources • 
.:-- R. W. Chambers, nThe Authorship of the History or Richard 
IIIn in More's Works, I, 32-33 .. 
76 R; W. Chambers, "The Authorship of the History or 
Richard III" in More's Works, I, 32-34. 
77 Stowe included enough of Cavendish to maintain the 
structural pattern of rise and fall of the complete work. 
He also copied Cavendish's: prose verbatim except for minor 
adjustments and omissions. Wiley, :p~·l-28 aJ:J.dJ l?• 133. 
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entirely dependent on Stowe ror what he printed or 
Cavendish, for Thomas Woodcock, one of the printers who 
helped prepare the 1587 edition, was. also the scribe who 
penned one of the extant manuscripts of Cavendish1 s Life.78 
Speed's chronicle or 1611 contains the first 
~ •' 
acknowledgm.E!n~ or Cavendish as the author or material 
transcribed rrom the Lire or Wolsey. It also contains 
some Cavendish material that was not borrowed by the 
earlier chroniclers. Apparently under James, historians 
felt less constraint, ror Speed includes all of the 
references to Anne Boleyn which Stowe omits.79 
That is the extent of the record of printings before 
and during Shakespearets lifetime, but let us look at the 
evidence or manuscript circulation. Richard s. Sylvester 
has discovered thirty-three extant manuscripts or 
Cavendish's Wolsey, including an autograph.80 Twenty-rive 
78 Sylvester, nAppendix D,tt p. 271. 
79 Sylvester, ~Appendix D," p. 271. R. A. Foakes sees 
Speed's chronicle of 1611 as the source or some speeches in 
Shakespeare's Henry VIII. p. xxxiii. 
80 For .complete information on the manuscripts see 
nAppendix En in The Life and Death of Cardinal WolseY;, ed. 
Richard s. 'Sylvester, pp. 274-288. The following is a list 
of the twenty-five extant Cavendish manuscripts which were 
probably in existence in Shakespeare's lifetime. 
1558 MS. Egerton 2402 (Autograph). . 
1570 York Minster Library MS. XVI D. la. 
c. 1575-1600 MS; Lambeth 179 (Contains Ro: Ba:, Li:t'e o:t' 
More and was owned by John Stowe) • 
1575 MS. Arundel 152 (Used by the writer o:t' the Li:t'e o:t' 
Fisher). 
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o~ these can be dated either with certainty or probability 
as in existence be~ore and during Shakespeare's lifet~e, 
three are of quite undetermined date, and the remaining 
~iva were probably copied after Shakespeare's death. 
Some o~ these manuscripts provide evidence o~ how 
they were used, by whom, and with what other literature 
they were associated in the sixteenth and early seventeenth 
centuries. One belonged to the historian, John Stowe, who 
~irst included parts o~ Cavendish in a chronicle. Another 
was the transcription o~ Thomas Woodcock, who collaborated 
in producing Holinshedts chronicle o~ 1587, including 
material from Cavendish. Another forms part o~ a collection 
o~ materials that was used by an unknown Tudor biographer 
1578 MS. Douce 363. 
1586 MS. Lambeth 250 (Owned by an unidentified John Ford). 
c. 1587 MS. Jones 14 (Transcribed by Thomas Woodcock). 
c. 1600 1\IIS. Rawlinson D. 104. 
c. 1600 :SritishMus:eumMS. 48066 (Contains Harps~ield's 
Life o~ More). 
c. 1600 MS. Harley 35 ~ 
c: •. l6G-o -MB~~:~~d<)wne 904. 
c. 1600 MS. Ox:t'ord CLIV. 
c. 1600 MS. Finch Hatton. 135. 
c. 1600 :MS. Fitzwilliam Misc. Vol. 51. 
c. 1600 MS. Trinity College (Dublin) 180. 
c. 1600 MS. Northumberland 466. . 
c. 1600 MS._ Harvard Eng. 7 64. 
c. 1600 MS •. Huntington :m.a: 182. 
c. 1600 MS. Yale ncavendish" (Contains also Cresacre More's 
Li~e o~ More). . · 
c. 1610 MS. Bodley 966 (Contains also Roper's Li~e o~ More). 
c. 1613 MS. Laud Misc. 591. 
Sixteenth c. MS. Dugdale 28. 
Sixteenth C. MS. Harley 428. 
Early Seventeenth c. MS. Sloane 848 (Contains skeleton plots 
o~ plays). 
Early Seventeenth c. Cambridge U. Lib. MS. Mm. III. 6. 
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in writing the Life of Bishop Fisher (c. 1576). This 
unidentified biographer also used materials from William 
Rastell's Life of More (c. 1563). The Life of Fisher and 
Rastell 1 s Life of More are both biographies which reflect 
the influence of More, Roper or Cavendish. This external 
evidence that the direct literary influence of this form 
of biography was being felt is worth noting. 81 
It is also worth noting that in a number of cases 
Tudor biographies of this type were transcribed by a 
single hand or collected together in a single manuscript. 
For instance, one of the Cavendish manuscripts contains 
as well Roper's Life of More. Another contains Harpsfieldts 
Life of More (155?), which was based ·largely on Roper. 
Another contains Ro: Ba: 's Life of More tL5'99), also 
based in part on Roper. And still another contains 
Cresacre More's Life of More (1625}, a derivative 
biography by Sir Thomas More's great grandson. In the. 
same fashion, one of the Roper manuscripts contains the 
Life of Fisher.82 From this evidence it may be seen that 
these biographies were not considered unrelated by their 
readers but recognized as a type and collected together. 
The Roper manuscripts must have had a wide circulation 
also. Elsie Vaughan Hitchcock has inspected fourteen 
81 Sylvester, nAppendi:x: E," p. 283. 
82 Hitchcock, "Introduction," p. :x:iv. 
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t t R . t 83 ex an oper manuscr~p s. Her collat~on of thirteen of 
these reveals a hypothetical genealogical tree of twelve 
parent manuscripts, now lost, from which the collated 
manuscripts appear to derive. Hence, there is good 
evidence that at least twenty-six manuscr~pts existed at 
one time or another. This, however·, is a very conservative 
.estimate of the number that. probably existed. The 
' 
tJiirteen.manuscripts collated by Dr .. Hitchcock have all 
bee~dated either with certainty oJ?. probability as . 
. transcripts made in the very late sixteenth or early 
seventeenth century.. None have been dated later than 
1610, and since all were der.tved from parent manuscripts, 
it follows that the hypothetical lost copies were probably 
made in Elizabeth's reign. 
There is evidence that connects the circulation of 
Roper and Cavendish manuscripts with the drama. One of 
B3 For complete information on the manuscripts see 
nintroductionn to The Lyfe of Sir Thomas Moore, knights, 
ed. Elsie Vaughan Hitchcock, pp. xi-xx. The following is 
a list of the thirteen manuscripts collated by 
Dr. Hitchcock. 
1598 MS. Harley 6166. 
1598 Th~. British Museum 11388. 
Late sixteenth C. MS. Harley 6254. 
Late sixteenth C. MS. Sloane 1705 (Contains also the Life 
of Fisher}. 
Late sixteenth C. MS. Burns 2. 
Late sixteenth c. MS. Dyce 46. 
Late sixteenth C. 1Vf.S. Bollandist Library {Brussels) 544. 
c. 1580-1640 1~. Willis 58. 
Before 1602 MS. Harley 6362. 
c. 1600-1620 ThE. Burns 1. 
c. 1610 MS. Bodley 966. 
Early seventeenth C. l\JE. British Museum 4242. 
Early seventeenth C. MS. Cambridge U. Lib. Mm. IV. 21. 
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the Cavendish manuscripts contains a series of notes taken 
from the biography and these notes appear together with a 
series of skeleton plots for plays in the same handwriting.84 
This manuscript has not been dated with certainty, but 
Sylvester assigns it to .the early seventeenth century. 
Whoever transcribed the biography was also a plotter of 
plays, and it appears that Cavendish was being mined for 
·some literary purpose. Although there is no external 
evidence of a Roper manuscript being so used, it is 
difficult to explain the existence of the play, Sir Thomas 
More, without assuming that the. author or authors had a 
Roper manuscript to work from. The play antedates the 
first published edition of Roper~s Life (1626) by at least 
twenty-four years. The limited borrowings from Roper 
available in Halle's chronicle do not account for much of 
the Roper material that is in the play, and authorities 
have consequently acknowledged that a copy of Roper's Life 
appears to have been the principal source. 85 The play 
follows Roper's work very closely in wording and incidents. 
The most reasonable explanation is that someone connected 
with the writing of the play had a Roper manuscript. 
Roper and Cavendish manuscripts appear to have 
circu~ated widely enough to have come into the hands of 
84 Sylvester, "Appendix E," p. 283. 
85 Schelling, p. 212; Ribner, p. 212. 
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those who wrote drama in Shakespeare's lifetime, It would 
be interesting to know whether a Cavendish manuscript was 
the source of the two lost plays on Wolsey by HBnry Chettle 
and his collaborators. These plays were written ~or the 
Adm.iral 1 s Men in 1601 to be presented at their new theatre: 7 
The Fortune, which rivaled Shakespeare's Globe. As. 
HBnslowets diary reveals, Chettle wrote a play entitled 
The Life of Cardinal Wolsey and this was soon followed by 
another play written in collaboration with Munday, Drayton 
and Wentworth Smith. 86 This play was entitled The Ris.ing 
of Cardinal Wolsey and was probably based upon the early 
life of the Cardinal while the former play probably 
featured Wolsey's fall. The title of the later play 
suggests ~he particular treatment ·of Wolsey's career to be 
found in Cavendish.. One· of Chettle t s collaborators:, Anthony 
Munday, was closely acquainted with the historian, .John 
Stowe, from 1585 until Stowe 1 s death in 1605. As it has 
been shown, Stowe definitely owned one of the extant 
Cavendish manuscripts. Furthermore, Mundayts acquaintance 
with Stowe was more than merely casual, for upon the 
latter 1 s death Munday became his literary executor,. 
acquired his documents' and continued the writing o:tr his 
Survey of London and was, in fact, completely·responsible 
86 Maxwell, p. 103. 
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for the 1618 edition of that work. 87 Consequently, it is 
not far-fetched to see Stowe as a lender of manuscripts to 
Munday. It is also worth noting that Munday collaborated 
upon and probably wrote the first draft of Sir Thomas 
More, which was almost certainly based on a Roper 
manuscript. 
There are also certain passages in Shakespearets 
HenryVIII, especially one concerning a prophecy involving 
Henry VIII, Anne Boleyn and Wolsey, which are very difficult 
to account for by any theory other than that the writer had 
a Cavendish manuscript as so~ce. 8a ·The evidence 
supporting this theory will be presented later in the 
discussion of the direct influence of the biographies 
upon particular plays. 
The probability of the influence of these biographies 
through manuscript circulation ought not to be 
87 For all the foregoing information concerning 
Munday, I am indebted to Celeste Turner, Anthon~ Mundaz: 
Elizabethan Man of Letters (Berkeley, Cal., 192 ), pp. 135 
ff. Turner quotes Munday 1 s preface to the 1618 edition of 
the Survey in which he writes that Stowe had imparted much 
to him before his death and nsome of his best collections 
lovingly delivered me ••• ,n p. 150. 
88 George Sampson, who is certainly not ignorant of 
the Cavendish material in the chronicles, writes: nGeorge 
Cavendish's Life and Death of Thomas Wolsey has had a 
curious fate. It was circulated furtively in manuscript. 
Shakespeare read it, and Stow leaned upon its authority. 
It was not fully and faithfully published till 1667, '' 
p. 160. Sampson, howev~r, offers no proof for this 
statement. · 
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underestimated. On the other hand, it is possible to 
demonstrate their influence upon dramatic conception 
through their inclusion in the leading chronicles and 
through their establishment of a biographical form that 
was widely recognized as essentially dramatic. Speaking 
of Cavendishts influence through the chronicles, Paul L. 
Wiley writes: 
The impression made by Wolseyls deathbed 
conversation draws attention to another 
feature of the work which interested 
chroniclers •••• The speech, as Shakespeare 
proved, is essentially dramatic; and in 
this characteristic it is of a piece with 
the biography as a whole. In addition to 
his piety Cavendish possessed an active 
dramatic sense; and although he was 
probably not conscious of the design, 
his narrative falls into a scheme of 
rise, prosperity, and decline, broadly 
resembling the acts in a play. This 
pattern the chronicler would quickly 
discern; for the practice of fitting 
lines into such a frame seems to have been 
common in the biographical literature 
of the age. Dramatic reconstruction 
of the careers of great men was 
commended, in fact, by Richard Braithwait 
in a commentary on the methods of 
Renaissance historians.89 
And Wiley concludes: 
The dramatic presentation of his 
[Wolsey's] life in chronicle had 
influence in turn, upon the poets 
and dramatists who turned to English 
history for their materials.90 
89 Wiley, Wi }2.6:..12q. Wiley is referring to Richard 
Braithwaitts A Survey of History (London, 1638). 
,' 
90 Wiley, p~ , 127. 
Wiley's study makes it quite evident that despite the 
~act that Cavendish was not published in ru11 during 
Shakespeare 1 s liretime, his in~luende through the 
chroniclers, who deliberately preserved Cavendish's 
tragic design, was·rar ~rom neglig~ble. For example, 
Wiley writes, 
the tragic outlines or Wolsey's life, 
implicit in Cavendish and ruled in 
lightly by Stowe, are plainly drawn 
in Speed 1 s chronicle. He speaks of 
the cardinalts career in dramatic 
terms, divides it .into opposing 
movements o~ rise and decline, and 
balances the main incidents in each 
division. In contemplating the 
wasting or the cardinal's glory, 
Speed becomes rhetorical, stating 
that the sun of Wolsey's greatness 
having passed the meridian, "began 
by degrees again to decline, till 
lastly it set under the cloud of 
his fatal eclipse (p. l026).n In 
this sense of the tragic Speed 91 shares the vision of Cavendish. 
Wiley,. of course, is writing of the influence or 
Cavendish without reference to the similar tragic 
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conceptions to be found in More and Roper, although he 
does recognize that dramatically conceived biographies 
were consciously accepted as a distinct literary type in 
Shakespeare's time. However, what he says below about the 
91 Wiley, J?.l33. It ought to be noted that this edition 
or ~peed's chronicle (1611) was··availa'b1e to the_ writer{s) 
of Shakespeare's Henry VIII (c. 1613), a:IJ.d.'that~~·fe.o-ent 
scholarship has identi~ied this chronicle as one 0~ the 
sources of that play. See R. A. Foakes, ;p· •. :X:X::tiii. · 
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intluence of Cavendish would apply almost equally well to 
More's Richard III and in some degree to Roper's More. He. 
writes: 
It is well to recall, however, that 
the book [Cavendishts Wolsey] had a 
peculiar interest for the age in 
which it was written and that its 
influence upon Renaissance thought 
and literature, if sometimes 
misdirected by ignorance and 
prejudice, was more active than at 
any time since •. Few works of its 
size and scope were more thoroughly 
exploited and for such a diversity 
of purposes--scholarly, artistic, 
polemical--in that great period of 
literary plundering.92 
Despite the devious ways in which these biographies 
reached their public, they did Jiave an impact upon 
biographical and dramatic conceptions in their time. 
The literary tradition was significantly different from 
what it might have been had they never been written. 
The emergence of·the Tudor biographical form which they 
represent h~lps to account for the later development of 
biographical plays as distinguished from the related 
history plays which were concurrently popular in the 
1590rs, and it helps to account for a biographical focus 
upon a de casibus theme in the drama of Shakespeare's 
time. 93 These biographies were read in the chronicles, 
9Z Wiley, j;>"; ~146. 
93 By the term nbiographical playsn I mean those plays 
concerned primarily with the career of a particular person 
rather than with historical events at large during a 
person 1 s lifetime. Such "biographical playsu were 
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copied and recopied in manuscript, collected together, and 
passed from hand to hand. They influenced the historians 
who copied and compiled them, the biographers who imitated 
them, and the writers of plays who were looking for ready-
made dramatic conceptions. 
We are not concerned at the moment with the question 
of their direct influence upon ahakespeare, but with the 
question of their significance in the history of pre-
Shakespearean tragedy. This ques.tion becomes especially 
pertinent when we consider that the biographies by More, 
Roper, and Ca·vendish were in existence by 1558, and that 
they therefor antedate the developments in the history of 
drama which have traditionally been cons:.idered most 
important as forerunners· of Shakespearean tragedy. 
The various ways in which Seneca and his imitators, 
both academic and popular, continental and English, 
contributed to the evolution of Shakespearean tragedy can 
especially popular between 1596-1602. The following 
examples illustrate the type: Sir Thomas More (1586-
1602?), The Famous Historfe of the life and death of 
Oaptaine. Thomas Stukeleyc. 1596), Sir J"ohn Oldcastle 
(1599), The True Chronicle.History of the whole life and 
death of Thomas Lord Cromwell (1602), and probably the two 
lost plays on the life of Wolsey by Chettle and his 
collaborators (1601). Of this type of play Ribner writes, 
uuJ.,timately the biographical play goes back to the saints1 
lives of the Middle Ages, n and he adds, nThe biographical .. 
play tends also to culminate in the death of the hero after 
he has fallen, usually by an unexplained reversal of the · 
wheel of fortune, from a position of great eminence. Thus 
it carries on also the tradition of de casibus tragedy ••• ,n 
pp. 193-194. 
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hardly be dated much earlier than 1561 when Norton and 
Sackville's Gorboduc was first acted.94 The influence or 
Shakespeare's immediate predecessors in tragedy such as 
Kyd and Marlowe does not occur until Shakespearets own 
apprentice years. The Mirror :for Magistrates, which is 
the work most :frequently referred to by scholars as the 
significant link between medieval de casibus tragedy and 
Elizabethan tragedy, did not begin its sequence or editions 
until 1559.95 Since all o:f these developments must be 
dated after 1558, it follows that these biographies 
represent a literary :form capable or presenting a tragic 
perspective much like Shakespeare's without the benefit 
94 The seminal work on this much discussed problem 
is d• W .. Cunli:ffe 1 s The In:fluence of Seneca on Elizabethan 
Tragedy (London, 1893 • 
95 For instance, Lily B. Campbell writes that the 
authors or the Mirror brought "a new conception to tragedy 
in making their tragedies reveal how inevitable were the 
ends or irreligious action. In other words they :fore-
shadowed the ideal o:f the tragic hero as he has become 
familiar to us in the plays or Shakespeare." Tudor 
Conceptions o:f History and Tragedy in trThe Mirror for 
Magistrates", p. 18. Willard Farnham comes to similar 
conclusions in The Medieval Heritage or Elizabethan 
Tragedy, pp. 290 ff. However, a more recent study or this 
problem py William Peery reveals that only .two of the 
nineteen tragedies in the 1559 Mirror justi£y the 
conclusions o:f Campbell and Farnham. After a care:ful 
analysis or all nineteen tragedies, Peery concludes that 
Farnham noverstates his case" and that Campbell "is 
misleading when she states that the authors of the Mirror 
substituted an analysis o:f divine justice for the older {>hilosophizing on the uncertainty o:f :fortune.n William 
Peery, "Tragic Retribution in the 1559 Mirror for 
Magistrates," SP, LXVI (1949), 113-130. 
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of those influences generally accepted as most important 
in shaping Shakespearets tragic vision. This, of course, 
does not mean that these later developments were unimportant, 
but it does show that some of the more impressive 
characteristics of Shakespearean tragedy need not have 
come from these influences at all. The existence of a 
subtly dramatic and profoundly moving tragic art ante-
dating these developments proves at least that the standard 
account of the evolution of Elizabethan tragedy needs some 
revision. 
This need becomes even more apparent in view of the 
rather obvious artistic inferiority, as compared with 
Shakespearean standards, of most of the tragic literature 
which follows these biographies for approximately three 
decades or until the appearance of the best work of Kyd 
and Marlowe and the early work of Shakespeare himself. 
Certainly the pedestrian and didactic verse narratives of 
the Mirror for Magistrates series do not represent an 
advance in· dramatic structure or tragic effectiveness over 
Morets Richard III, Roper's More or Cavendish's Wolsey. 
They popularized the practice of choosing figures from 
English history as subjects for tragedy, but they carried 
on, with little modification, the medieval tradition of 
de casibus, and they provided no example of tragic 
perspective achieved through essentially dramatic means. 
Some of these narratives owe a measure of their tragic 
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appeal to materials taken from More's Richard III and 
Cavendish's Wolsey. The first edition of the Mirror 
contains no "tragedy" which appears to have had More or 
Cavendish as direct source. However, Halle's chronicle 
(1548,1550) contained More's work, and Halle is explicitly 
acknowledged as the chief source of the tragedies in the 
1559 Mirror.96 In this edition of the Mirror the 
tragedies of Clarence and of Edward IV show dependence 
upon More as ultir~te source via Halle. But the second 
edition (1563) was augmented by eight new t~agedies 
four of which deal with subjects treated tragically in 
More's Richard III. In this edition More is explicitly 
acknowledged as a source directly consulted and compared 
with Halle and Fabyan. 97 The four tragedies were 
Churchyard's "Jane Shore,n Dolman 1 s nHastings," Sackvillets 
nBuckingham," and Segar's nRichard III.u Although these 
tragedies were not treated dramatically in the Mirror, 
they owe much of their appeal to the tragic situations 
96 Halle is acknowledged as authority in Prose Link 4 
and in Tragedy 15, 11. 15-35. See The Mirror for Magistrates, 
ed., Lily B. Campbell, p. 110 and p. 198. 
97 Baldwin writes in Prose Link 20: nAn other moued 
a question about a great matter, and that is the varyaunce 
of the cronycles about the lord Thomas Grays Marquis 
Dorcet: whome Fabian every where calleth the Queenes 
brother4 Syr Thomas More and Hall call hym the ~ueenes 
sonne." The Mirror for 11a.gistrates, ed., Lily B. 
Campbell, p. 267. 
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derived from More's Richard III and therein set forth far 
more subtly. 
Large parts of Cavendish's Wolsey, transcribed word 
for word for the most part, appeared for the first time in 
print in Stowe's Chronicles of England (1580). Before 
1580, the Mirror contained no tragedy based on Wolsey's 
career, but in the 1587 edition Thomas Churchyard's 
nTragedy of Cardinal Wolsey" appeared, with historical 
material and even some phrases derived from Cavendish.98 
Churchyard derived his subject matter either directly or 
ultimately from Cavendish. However, in regard to literary 
form and a concept of tragedy, Churchyard's verses have 
more in common with Lydgate than with Cavendish, despite 
the fact that they were written shortly before Shakespeare 
himself appeared as a practicing dramatist.99 
In terms of the evolution of tragic art, narratives 
such as Churchyard's nwolseyn are more convincing E!Yidence 
98 Sylvester writes, nchurchyard perhaps worked from 
Stowe, but his poem contains manyphra~es that are direct 
from the Life." UAppendix n,n p. 27l.S,ee also Wiley, :P~-138. 
99 The follo~ing ~ines f;om Churchyard's poem convey 
a concept of tragedy as the result of blind-Fortune's 
irresponsible mischief much as Lydgate would have seen it: 
Before I fell, I had a time to rise: 
As fatall ohaunce, and Fortune mea preferd, 
So mischiefs came, and did my state despise. 
"Cardinal Wolseyn in A Mirror for Magistrates, ed., Lily 
B. Campbell, p. 504. 
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of the lingering inertia of a medieval conception and 
rendering of tragedy than of any remarkable advance in 
concept or form leading toward Shakespeare. They 
certainly represent a less advanced stage in that evolution 
than the biographies by More and Cavendish as they appeared 
in the chronicles which Shakespeare is known ·to have used 
as sources. Actually, the direct influence of the Mirror 
on Shakespeare does not appear to have been very great, 
although its popularity suggests that it helped condition 
his audience. 100 On the other hand, it has long been 
acknowledged that More and Cavendish were ultimate sources 
of a great deal of what appears in Shakespeare 1 s Richard 
III and Henry VIII 1 but the- significance of More and 
Cavendish in the history of pre-Shakespearean tragedy, 
if we are to judge by the brief notice they generally 
receive, is assumed to be less than that of The Mirror 
for Magistrates. 101 
100 The extent of the influence of the Mirror upon 
Shakespeare has been recently questioned by DoYer WiJ..son 
in his edition of Richard III (Cambridge, 1954} , p·1;> .• : :X:x:iv-
xxvii. Wilson holds that of all Baldwin1 s tragic. tales 
only that of Clarence seems to have been .used by:. ·· 
Shakespeare. 
101 For acknowledgment of More 1 s Richard III and 
Cavendishts Wolsey as ultimate sources of materials used 
in·Shakespearets Richard III and Henry VIII respectively 
see Bosweli';,.S.:tone, pp. 343-505 passim. For a sampling of 
the "brief"notice" usually given to these biographies see 
pp. 3-8 of this study. 
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The influence of Senecanism, in many protean forms 
but most noticeably through popular revenge tragedy as 
exemplified by Kyd, was unquestionably one of the factors 
in the evolution of Shakespearean tragedy. But without 
denying the undoubted influence of Seneca, one may still 
wonder why there is such a remarkable enlargement and 
deepening of Shakespeare's tragic vision between an early 
work such as Titus Andronicus (1592?) and a later work 
such as Hamlet (1601-2?) when the influence of Seneca and 
probably Kyd is already apparent in the earlier tragedy. 102 
It would seem that something other than Seneca and 
something other than what Kyd provided in The Spanish 
Tragedy (1583-a?) is needed to account for the difference 
between the melodramatics of Titus Andronicus and the 
moving tragic vision of man and life that we find in Hamlet 
and the other mature tragedies appearing at about this 
stage in Shakespeare's career. One explanation that is 
frequently offered to help resolve this question is the 
influence of Marlowe upon Shakespearean tragedy.103 
1°2 For the probable dates of these plays I have used 
Hardin Craig's edition of.Shakespeare (Fair Lawn, N.J., 
1958)' p. 46. 
103 This view, of course, is a commonplace of 
Shakespearean scholarship, but it is perhaps most 
succinctly stated by C. F. Tucker Brooke, who writes: 
11It ·is probably no chance phenomenon that 'Hamlet,• the 
most typical of English tragedies, is the one in which we 
can see most clearly how the rich plot outline of the 
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Allowing for minor differences in emphasis, orthodox 
opinion holds that Marlowe's contribution to Shakespearean 
tragedy was in establishing a type of drama characterized 
by a strong central figure, an epic scope of action, and 
a resounding and flexible blank verse. 104 There can be 
little doubt that "Marlowe's mighty line" had its effect 
upon Shakespeare's versi:tication and that the epic scope 
and strong central :tigure presented in Marlowe's 
Tamburlaine {1587?) inclined Shakespeare to attempt similar 
dramatic ef'fects. It is also frequently pointed out that 
Marlowe's deW of Malta {1589?) presented a Machiavellian 
villain of a type that Shakespeare dramatically exploited 
in Richard III (1593?) •105 Finally there is a good deal of 
"tragedy of' blood" has been overlaid and spiritualized-by 
that deep study o:f a human soul f'irst attempted ·in the 
plays o:f Marlowe,n pp. 244-245. 
l04 Hardin c;aig approximates the orthodox view of' 
this matter, in so far as it is possible to generalize on 
a large body of critical opinion. He writes that "however 
much Kyd may have contributed in matters of' style and f'orm, 
the fact remains that I~rlowe became the leader in the 
great romantic type of Elizabethan tragedy; he it is who 
shaped the genre subsequently perfected by Shakespeare.n 
And Craig continues "This he achieved by giving the 
English drama a hero more striking even than Hieronimo 
and by centering dramatic interest in pers,onality and 
character." He then discusses ttthe epic quality which 
comes fromMarlowett and Marlowe's blank verse "which he 
wrote in a new and-more flexible way," p. 30. 
105 For instance, G. B. Harrison writes that in 
Richard III nshakespeare owed most to Marlowe. Like 
Tamburlaine and The Jew o:f Malta, Richard III is a play 
with one star part; it is the portrayal o:f a colossal 
villain. n Shakespeare (New York, 1948) , p. 106. 
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unan~ity of opinion that Marlowe's Edward II provided a 
pattern, a weak king who loses his throne, which 
Shakespeare improved upon in his Richard II~06 
It is reasonable to assume that Marlowe 1 s Tamburlaine 
and Jew or Malta had some influence of the sort claimed 
for them upon Shakespeare's Richard III and that Edward II 
influenced Shakespeare's Richard II. However, certain 
difficulties arise in connection with the question of the 
inf'luence of :Marlowe's late plays on the early Shakespeare, 
and there is less unanimity of opinion on this matter. 
One difficulty stems f'rom the uncertainty in dating 
the plays of Marlowe and the early Shakespeare. ·Marlowe's 
Dr. Faustus and Edward II show some signs of a more highly 
perfected techniqu~ and a more mature tragic tone than the 
two parts of Tambur~e and The Jew of Malta. Tamburlaine 
is crudely episodic in··-~tructure and only approaches 
tragedy somewhat incidentally with the death of the hero at 
the end of' Part II. The J.ew of Malta is more satisfactor.ily 
plotted, but the effect is closer to that of' melodrama than 
to the cathartic e:f.fect of' tragedy at its best. Since 
Dr. Fau8tus. and Edward II ar€3 Marlowe 1 s most mature plays, 
.. . _:~ . 
it would be-helpful f'or our purposes to know whether they 
preceded or followed, or ili what other chronological 
106 Hardin Craig expresses this view at .length~ p. .. 
314. G. B. Harrison also states a similar view~ p. 190. 
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relationship they might stand with, Shakes:pearets Henry VI 
:plays and his Richard III. 
Since certainty is impossible in the present state of 
our knowledge of this :problem, it will b~ necessary to 
rely upon informed opinion for a :probabl~- solution. 
Hardin Craig dates Dr. Faustus circa 1588 and Edward II 
circa 1592. He assigns the Henry VI plays to circa 1591-2, 
except that Part I may have undergone final revision much 
later. He assigns Richard III to circa 1593. If this 
dating is accepted, it follows that Shakespeare could have 
known Dr. Faustus before he wrote any of his :plays on 
English history and that he could have known Edward II 
before he wrote Richard III and possibly before he wrote 
any :part of Henry VI. 
However, in a recent stu~y of this :problem F. P. 
Wilson concludes that Henry VI Part II and III were written 
before ~dward II and that Shakespeare was :probably the 
first to write a :popular, as opposed to an acad·emic, ·:play 
on English history •107 Wilson bas.es his conclusion 
concerning Edward II on the fact that the :passages in it 
which resemble :passages in Henry VI have no counterparts 
107 F. P. Wilson writes: -"My conclusion is, though 
I ·am frightened at my own temerity in saying so, that for 
all we know there were no :popular :plays on English history 
before the Armada and that Shakespeare may have been the 
tirst to write one." Marlowe and the Early Shakespeare 
lOxford, 1953), p. 108. 
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in Marlowe's chronicle sources while there are such 
counterparts in Shakespeare's sources. 108 The inference 
is that Marlowe :round the suggestion :ror his passages in 
Shakespeare's Henry yi, Part I~ and III. On the general 
problem o:r dating Shakespeare•s earliest plays, Wilson 
writes: 
The fact is that the chronology o:r 
Shakespeare's earliest plays is so 
uncertain that it has. no right to 
harden into an orthodoxy, and p~rhaps 
we should do better to say that by 
1592 he had certainly written Henry VI 
(all three parts) , Richard III, The . 
Comedy o:f Errors, probably Titus. 
Andronicus and possibly The Taming 
· o:r the Shrew •••• 109 . 
In regard to the dates of Marlowe's last plays, Wilson 
thinks Dr. Faustus was written a:rter Edward II in the last 
year o:r Marlowe's life (1593), and, although he does not 
assign a specific date to Edward II, he believes, as we 
have seen, that it followed Henry VI, Part'II and III. 110 
I:f Wilson's chronology is accepted, it :follows that 
the Henry VI plays and Richard III were written before 
Dr. Faustus and that the last two Henry VI plays and 
possibly Richard III as well were written before Edward II. 
It should also be noted that Shakespeare was evidently at 
least in the planning stage o:f Richard III when he wrote 
lOif · 105. Wilson, P• 
109 Wilson, p. 113. 
110 Wilson, p. 131. 
131 
the last part or HenryVI, for the plays are joined 
skillfully with apparent forethought and the character 
of Richard, Duke of Gloucester, is already developed in 
consistent anticipation of the part he will play in 
Richard III. Hence, if Wilson's conclusions are correct, 
Shakespeare may have already been going his own way in 
the development of tragic form before ~~rlowe's two most 
mature plays;were written. This, of course, is not to say 
that Shakespeare's later tragedies could not have responded 
to the influence of Marlowe's most mature work. 
However, regardles.s or dating problems, it may be 
shown that certain elements of Shakespearean tragic design, 
already apparent in Richard III, are not to be found in any 
of Marlowe's plays, early or late. A tragic perspective 
on man and the order of the cosmos, made concrete through 
dramatic irony and a structure showing God's providence 
working its way through a naturalistic sequence of cause 
and effect, is not to be found in any of Marlowe's plays. 
In fact, the most obvious thing that Marlowe's tragedies 
lack is a perspective which reveals his heroes as 
ironically undone by natural laws mysteriously working the 
will of God. We need not take Marlowe's reputed natheism'' 
literally as some of his contemporaries did, but it appears 
evident from the structure of his plays that a providential 
God working ironically through natural laws is not a part 
of his scheme or the universe. 
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Marlowe's Dr. Faustus is not an exception to this 
generalization. · In Faustus there is a highly developed 
internal conflict which makes the protagonist far more 
complex and believably human than Tamburlain!i,:Yst,de~:Pite 
a subtle characterization and a .J?r.ofou_nd theme, Faustus 
is very weak in :plot structure.lll Except for the bargain 
with Me:phisto:philis in'the beginning and its consequence 
at the end o~ t~e :play, the :plot is merely a series of 
episodes. Even the Faustian bargain, the only true :plot 
element, reflects a :perspective that is more medieval than 
Shakespearean. Faustus is brought down, not by divine 
retribution working mysteriously through natural law, but 
by the arrival of devils who, quite in the medieval 
tradition, carry him off to hell. The :point here is not 
that the appearance of devils in itself is a breach of 
natural law, but rather that they are introduced to 
resolve the :plot in the manner of a deus ex machina. 
Even Edward II, in structure Marlowets best built 
:play, does not reflect a :perspective on man and life like 
111 Hardin Craig bears out this view of 1~rlowe 1 s 
:plot structure in Tamburlaine and Faustus. He writes, 
nThere is little idea of structure or tragic conflict in 
Tamberlaine." And he continues, uThe :plot is merely a 
series of episodes. The same is true of Dr. Faustus 
(c. 1588), so far as the theme itself would :permit merely 
successive action." And after discussing the theme briefly 
he concludes, "The :play is thus a series of episodes 
enveloped by a.tragic theme," :p. 30. 
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that which Shakespeare shares with Tudor biography. 
Edward II is naturalistically plotted, but the plot lacks 
the pointed dramatic irony and providential implications 
that are so apparent in More's biography and Shakespeare's 
Richard III. Shakespeare's tragic vision of' man bringing 
about his own doom in a universe where the natural order 
mysteriously ref'lects the divine order was not the 
contribution of' Marlowe. 
If' these generally ac.cepted inf'luences--the mirror 
literature, Senecanism, and the example of' Kyd and Marlowe--
f'ail to account convincingly f'or the dif'f'erence in tragic 
ef'f'ect between Titus Andronicus and Hamlet, how much less 
do they account f'or the dif'f'erence between Titus and 
Macbeth. In the f'ormer case,. despite a dif'f'erence in 
perspective, we have a similarity in basic pattern since 
both plays look to the Senecan revenge plot as a prototype. 
But in the latter case, the dif'f'erence is f'ar greater 
because the prototype of' Macbeth is the de casibus pattern 
of' the rise and f'all of' a centrally f'ocused protagonist. 
If' we look f'or the earliest Shakespearean tragedy of' the 
same pattern, it is not Titus Andronicus but Richard III 
··that comes to mind. In both Richard III and Macbeth we 
f'ind a centrally f'ocused tragic protagonist who rises and 
f'alls as a consequence of' inordinate ambition. But the 
similarities do not end here. Both plays have sources in 
British ·history, and yet neither is a nhistory play" in 
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the strict sense that Henry V is. Both plays are less 
concerned with the epical scene of history in general 
than with the particular history of a particular man. In 
other words, in.the Renaissance sense, they ~re more nearly 
biographical plays than history plays.112 Furthermore, 
unlike the more typical history plays, they are both 
de casibus tragedies. 
In view of these similarities, it is certainly not 
unreasonable to look at Richard III for a clue to the 
evolution of such a tragedy as Macbeth and to pay particular 
attention to any biographical literature which may have 
been available to Shakespeare when he wrote Richard III. 
As we have seen in the foregoing chapters, a biographical 
form which transformed.· de casibus tragedy through a dramatic 
treatment and a tragic perspective had evolv.ed in England 
by 1558. Since this form had an influence upo·n other 
biographical literature in Shakespeare's time, .. it may not 
be ignored in studying Shakespeare's own treatment of 
de casibus tragedy in a biographical focus. The 
Shakespearean plays which most perfectly fit the category 
of biographical de casibus tragedy are Richard III, Macbeth, 
Henry VIII, and Sir Thomas More, providing the last named 
is granted to be at least in part by Shakespeare. 113 
112 Albert H. Buford, "History and Biography: The 
Renaissance Distinction," A Tribute to George Goffin Taylor 
(Chapel Hill, N. C., 19_5.2), pp. 100-112. 
ll3 It might be objected that Henry VIII is not a 
tragedy but a history play. Actually it is a very special 
case, being radically unlike any other play Shakespeare 
None of' Shakespeare's other plays may be placed 
squarely in this category without equivocating. The 
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comedies, including the ndark" ones, are plainly beyond 
its pale. The romances· are equally so. .Among the history 
plays, especially those on British history, there are 
important echoes of' the de casibus theme, but only 
Richard II·comes close to being a tragedy as well as a 
history play. Fundamentally, however, Richard II does not 
fit the biographical de casibus pattern; it presents 
Richard's fall but not his rise, and Boiing~roke shares 
the focus With Richard. Tlie t~ue prototype of' Richard II 
is not biographical de casibus tragedy bnt-Marlow~•s 
Edward II. Among the tragedies, Titus Andronicus, Hamlet, 
and to a lesser extent Julius Caesar, have a pattern which 
is basically Senecan, while Romeo and ~uliet reflects 
Italianate romance. The great tragedies of' Shakespeare's 
maturity are difficult to classif'y, which is not surprising 
since their synthesis of' many patterns and influences is~ 
one measure of' their greatness. Yet some of' them show more 
than others, signs of' a relationship to the de casibus 
prototype in tragedy. Othello, Anthony and Cleopatra, and 
Coriolanus are, in terms of' a rise and f'all pattern, 
f'arthest removed f'rom the de casibus prototype, while 
wrote. However, it f'its the category above in that it 
contains a series of' biographical de casibus tragedies 
unified in an original way. Later discussion of' the play 
should resolve any temporary objection to its inclusion. 
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Lear and Macbeth are closest. Yet Lear is only relatively 
close and not so perfect an example as Macbeth; we see 
only Lear's fall, not his xise, and he shares the focus 
with a parallel under-plot. 
On the other hand, Richard III,·Macbeth, Henry VIII, 
and Sir Thomas More have a quite obvious de casibus 
pattern. What is the significance of thi~? . Do we see in 
these plays the influence of The Mirror for Magistrates? 
None of these plays can be shown to h~ve had a mirror 
tragedy as source, but three of.the four unquestionably 
had Tudor biographies as direct or ultimate sources. 
But let us assume that the question of sources is 
irrelevant and that it is the method of dramatically 
handling de casibus tragedy that is in question. Are 
we to assume that these plays derived their "raw materialn 
from More, Roper and Cavendish, but their dramatic method 
of handling it from hints contained in the mirror tragedies? 
And are we to assume this in the face of the fact that 
these plays are filled with particular dramatic patterns 
sha~ed by a particular tragic perspective parallel 
sometimes scene by scene with what we find in More, Roper 
·and Cavendish? It might be objected that the dramatic 
method of handling these de casibus tragedies is entirely 
Shakespeare 1 s original invention. In some degree, the 
invention is his, but not entirely, as it will be shown 
in a comparison of these plays with the sources. 
One conclusion which may be drawn so rar is that 
these biographies had a pronounced inrluence upon 
biographical literature and were representative of a 
dramatic approach to biography typical of the Tudor 
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period. Another is that they influenced the Tudor 
chronicles in the vital matter of presenting historical 
material in a dramatic and more specifically a tragic 
perspective and, in turn, influenced the dramatists who 
derived dramatic conceptions as well as "raw material" 
from the chronicles. A third conclusion is that they 
offer a possible clue to the origin and evolution of 
certain elements in Shakespearean tragedy which are not 
convincingly accounted for by such ractors in the background 
as the mirror tragedies, Senecanism, and the example of Kyd 
and Marlowe. A fourth conclusion is that their unique 
combination of a de casibus theme, a biographical focus, 
and a particular tragic vision of life is remarkably like 
the combination of elements found in certain plays 
attributed to Shakespeare for which they are direct or 
ultimate sources. The next problem will be to compare 
these similarities in greater detail and to seek a 
reasonable explanation for them. 
Chapter VI 
Three Shakespearean Plays and the 
Tragic Perspective or Tudor Biography: 
More and Shakespearers Richard III 
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The remaining problem proposed by this study is to 
compare the biographies or More, Roper and Cavendish with 
three plays, attributed entirely or in part to Shakespeare, 
for which the biographies were ultimate sources. The 
plays are Richard III, Sir Thomas More and Henry VIII. 
It is generally accepted that Shakespeare wrote Richard 
III, 114 but some scholars have seen the style or others, 
especially Fletcher, in some passages or Henry VIII and 
have argued that it is only partly Shakespearets. 115 That 
Shakespeare had a part in revising and adding to Sir Thomas 
More has been very reasonably supported upon a variety or 
evidences, but some critics still remain dubious of this 
conclusion. Recent scholarly opinion inclines toward 
crediting Shakespeare with all of Henry VIII and with an 
114 ~. K. Chambers, I, 302-303. 
ll5 Shakespeare 1 s authorship was not ques.tioned until 
1859 when James Spedding attempted to demonstrate by 
internal evidence that parts or the play were by John 
Fletcher. "Who Wrote Shakespeare 1 s Henrt VIII?tr 
Gentlemen t s Magazine, .new series, .-XXXIV August, 1850) , 
115-123. .Since Spedding, there has been much controversy 
on the problem but little agreement on the part or those 
who would attribute segments of the play to authors other 
than Shakespeare. 
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. t dd . . S . Th M 116 F lmportan a ~t~on to ~r omas ore. or reasons 
which will be presented in the course of the discussion, 
it appears most reasonable to me to accept Henry VIII as 
entirely Shakespeare's work and a part of Sir Thomas More 
as his also. However, in order to rest principal 
conclusions on the firmest possible grounds, the discussion 
will be focused on the question of the influence of the 
biographies upon the three plays for which the biographies 
were sources, whether or not Shakespeare wrote the plays. 
In discussing them, the probability that Shakespeare wrote 
or had a share in writing the disputed plays will be kept 
in view, but it will not be assumed that his authorship is 
beyond doubt. The two disputed plays are Shakespearean by 
attribution and significant as Renaissance drama regardless 
o~ authorship. If Shakespeare did indeed write all of 
Henry VIII and a part of Sir Thomas More, the implications 
of this study are increased. But in any case, the 
influence of the biographies upon the tragic perspective 
apparent in the three plays can be demonstrated and this 
116 In the new Arden Shakespeare, after a careful 
weighing of past arguments to the contrary, ~. A. Foakes 
confidently concludes that Shakespeare was alone the author 
of Henry VIII~ p. xxv. A similar conclusion is reached by 
Peter Alexander in "Conjectural History, or Shakespeare's 
Henry VIII, tt Essafs and Studies by Members of t.b.e English 
Association, XVI 1931}, 85-120. For a discussion of 
recent scholarly opinion on Shakespeare's part in Sir 
Thomas More, seeR. C. Bald, "The Booke .of Sir Thomas More 
and its :problems," Shakespeare Survey, 2 (1949}, 44-61. 
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in itself throws some light on the sources of certain 
tragic effects typical of Shakespeare and his contemporaries. 
More's Richard III was an ultimate source of 
Shakespeare's Tragedy of King Richard the Third (1593-4). 117 
Shakespeare's immediate sources for this tragedy were the 
second edition of Holinshed 1 s Chronicle (1587} and Halle's 
chronicle {1548). 118 More's work had been printed nearly 
verbatim in Grafton's continuation of Hardyng's Chronicle 
(1543). It appeared in turn in Grafton's edition of Halle's 
chronicle (1548) in which Grafton supplied dates and proper 
names in some passages where More's unfinished text had left 
blank spaces intended to accomodate this information. 119 
But Halle did not use the continuation of the narrative of 
Richard which had been supplied by Grafton to complete More's 
text in Hardyng's Chronicle. Instead, he added to More's 
text the account of Richard which he found in Polydore Vergil's 
"
118 Edleen Begg, "Shakespeare's Debt to Hall and 
Holinshed in Ric·hard III, tr SP, XXXII ( 1935), 190. 
119 Halle's use of More's work can best be described as 
an edited. reprinting of what he found in Hardyng. It is a 
transcription, not a paraphrase. In a few instances, Halle 
substituted a more current word where More's usage of 1513 
had become archaic. Grafton added dates and names where 
these were lacking. See-notes to if. R. Lumby's edition of 
More's History of King Richard III in which these minor 
additions by Halle, and Grafton to More's text are 
individually noted. 
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Historia Angliae (1534). Hence Shakespeare found in Halle 
the narrative of More intact with an ending appended that 
had been derived from Polydore Vergil. Shakespearets other 
immediate source was the second edition of Holinshed. 
Holinshed follows Rastell's, accurate 1557 edition of More 1 s 
Works. He transcribes verbatim, avoiding even the minor 
corruptions in Hardyng and Halle. 12° Consequently both of 
Shakespeare's immediate sources for Richard III included 
More's biography in such a form that its structural 
characteristics and dramatic qualities were unimpairad. 
Shakespeare derived the basic pattern of Richard III 
from More. As in Morets biography, the pattern of the 
tragedy is a de casibus rise and fall with a biographical 
focus. In the 1, 2, and 3 Henry VI a series of historical 
figures, Humphrey of Gloucester, Suffolk, Richard of York, 
and Edward IV, reflect, in a loosely conceived epical 
fashion, the de casibus pattern of rise and fall. But in 
these earlier plays, based on Halle 1 s chronicle, the unity 
and consistency of a biographical focus is lacking. In 
Richard III, tor which More's work is the ultimate source, 
we find Shakespeare sharpening his focus upon the essence 
of a single career and working out the de casibus pattern 
in terms of a single motivation and a tightly knit chain 
of cause and effect. This perspective and the motivation 
120 W. A. G. Doyle-Davidson, "Notes on the Collationstt 
in More's Works, I, 222. 
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and structure of the plot which it entails are derived from 
More. 
As in More, Shakespeare's Richard is motivated by a 
ruthless ambition to gain the crown and the sequence of 
the plot is a direct result of Richard's undivided and 
consistent efforts to attain this single end. Hence 
Richard is shown to be individually responsible for his 
fate with a dramatic clarity that is lacking in the 
Henry VI plays. As in More, the climax of the plot and 
the apex of the de casibus rise is the defection of 
Buckingham as a result of Richard's failure to keep his 
promise to his ally. 
Shakespeare emphasizes this structural apex derived 
from More by a vivid and entirely original visual device. 
It occurs in Act IV, Scene II and theref'ore not far beyond 
the middle of' the play, suggesting the pyramidal structure 
of the whole. In this scene, Richard appears for the first 
time in the play as king, with the crown upon his head:. 
Consequently.the scene is symbolic of Richard 1 s attainment 
of his goal and the apex of his rise. In the opening of 
the scene, Richard in regal pomp greets Buckingham and, 
deliberately taking his hand, allows himself to be 
ceremoniously conducted by his ally, to the throne, which 
he is here ascending physically f'or the f'irst time. 
Richard's speech and a stage direction indicate the action, 
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which is visually symbolic of the apex of Richard 1 s rise and 
the turning point of the plot. Richard says to Buckingham: 
Give me thy hand. rHere he ascendeth 
his throne.] Thus high, by thy advice 
And thy assistance, is King Richard seated: 
But shall we wear these honours for a day? 
Or shall they last, and we rejoice in them? 121 (IV. ii. 3-6) 
Buckingham answers courteously that they will last, and in 
the very next speech Richard asks Buckingham to do away with 
the young Prince Edward, the rightful heir to the throne who 
is confined in the Tower. Buckingham hesitates and Richard 
grows angry. Then in rapid succession in the remainder of 
the scene, Richard engages James Tyrrel to murder the 
Princes in the Tower, and, once that is arranged, mockingly 
rejects Buckinghamts request, made in a second interview, 
that the lands of Hereford promised him as reward for his 
help in getting Richard his crown be bestowed. Thus does 
Shakespeare emphasize by visual symbol and a climactic 
turn in the plot, the peak of Richard's rise and his 
rapidly ensuing fall. The structural pattern here emphasized 
closely parallels that of More 1 s plot, and it turns upon 
the same climactic fulcrum, Richard's murder of the Princes 
followed by his failure to keep his promise to Buckingham. 
This pattern, which foreshortens the events of Richard 1 s 
rise and fall by presenting them in a single and consistent 
121 Shakespeare, ed. Hardin Craig. Subsequent 
references to Richard III will be to this edition. 
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dramatic perspective, is a structural improvement upon 
de casibus tragedy which Shakespeare ~ound ready made in 
More. He exploited the pattern brilliantly, adapting the 
other chronicle materials ~rom Holinshed and Halle· to ~it 
this design, and ~reely inventing scenes to ~lesh out the 
whole.. But the basic pattern and the perspective which 
shaped it are ~rom More. 
Another element o~ dramatic perspective which Shakespeare 
round ready made in his source is the gradual change in 
Richard's character as he comes to recognize his guilt. 
The external action o~ Shakespeare's plot ~ollows Morets 
de casibus pattern, with the climax coming, as in More, 
with the murder of the Princes and the break with Buckingham. 
Up to this point in the play, Richard is con~ident and self-
controlled. Paralleling More's presentation of his 
character, Shakespeare reveals him the willful master of 
his own rise and, ironically, responsible for his own fall 
as well. But after the climax of the external action, 
Richard shows increasing signs or internal conflict and 
anxiety. Catesby whispers, "The king is angry: see, he 
bites the lip"(IV.ii.27) •122 Richard strikes a messenger 
b-efore ·he ha.s heard him out:and then, finding that the news 
122 More writes of Richard nKnawing on hys lippes;" in 
anger and Holinshed includes this.detail. Raphael Holinshed, 
Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland (London, 1808), 
III, 4Ll-7. This edition is a reprinting of the second edition 
of Holinshed (1587). 
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he brings is good, throws him his purse. The ~ueen reports 
that he can not sleep. On the night be~ore the battle o~ 
Bosworth he· asks ~or a bowl o~ wine saying, "I have not 
that alacrity o~ spirit, nor cheer o~ mind, that I was 
wont to have"(V.iii.72-73). 123 And, of' course, the sleep 
that he goes to is disturbed by the nightmare in which 
ghosts of' his victims accuse him. The dramatic conception 
o~ con~lict arising within Richard directly a~ter the 
climax in the external action is ~ound in Holinshedta 
transcription o~ More. Following More's text, Holinshed 
writes that a~ter this the King 
never had a quiet mind •••• He never 
thought himsel~e sure. Where he went 
abroad, his eies whirled about, his 
bodie privilie ~ensed, his hand euer upon 
his dagger, his countenance and maner 
like one alwaies readie .to strike againe; 
he tooke ill rest a nights, laie long 
waking and musing, sore wearied with care 
and watch, rather slumbered than slept, 
troubled with. ~.earef'ul dreames, suddenlie 
sometime start v.p, lept out of his bed, 
and ran about the chamber.l24 
The climax in the external action involves an act of' 
perjury coupled with murder, and it leads with tragic irony 
to R~chard 1 s own undoing through bad f'aith and bloodshed. 
Those whom Richard thought most loyal prove untrue. 
123 This detail ~rom Holinshed was ultimately derived 
~rom Polydore Vergil. 
124 Holinshed, III, 402-403. 
transcription o~ Morets own words. 
This is an accurate 
More, Works, I, 451-452. 
146 
Richard asks Ratcliff: 
Rat. 
-
K. Rich. 
Vfuat thinkest thou, will our 
friends prove all true? 
No doubt, my lord. 
0 Ratcliff, I fear, I fear. 
(V. iii. 213-215) 
Buckingham has already proved false and Stanley will be 
next. The arch-deceiver is himself deceived and the 
erstwhile murderer is about to face a violent death. It 
is little wonder that Richard cries out: 
Perjury, perjury, in the high'st degree; 
Murder, stern murder, in the direst degree; 
All several sins, all used in each degree, 
Throng to the bar, crying all, Guiltyl guiltyl 
(V .iii.l96-199). 
This, in fact, is a recognition scene, for in it Richard 
recognizes that he has ironicglly brought about his own 
destruction. But the tragic inevitability of the 
catastrophe cannot be avoided. Richard says, ni am so far 
in blood that sin will pluck on sin"(IV.ii.64-65) •125 He 
recognizes, just as Shakespeare 1 s later tragic hero Macbeth 
does, that he cannot retrace his steps; he must go forward 
despite his knowledge. But he is no longer the same man; 
he has undergone an internal change. The change has come 
too late to make a difference in his destiny but not too 
late to allow some growth in character through a greater 
knowledge of himself. 
125 In More, this is said of Buckingham: nwhere he 
had repented the way that he had entered, yet would he go 
forth in the same; and since he had once begun, he would 
stoutly go through. n More, Works, I, 423-424. And 
Holinshed, III, 378. 
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This element or Shakespeare's tragic pattern is in both 
Halle and Holinshed who derived it ultimately from More and 
from Polydore Vergilrs Latin account which agrees with More 
in attributing a guilty conscience to Richard. 126 Polydore 
Vergil is the principal ultimate source of both Halle's 
and Holinshed's narrative of the historical events in 
Richard's reign from the point where More's unfinished 
biography ends to the death of Richard at Bosworth Field. 
More, however, ha~ anticipated his ending in several 
passages, such as the one quoted ~bove, which foreshadow 
the ending toward which he has b~.en building. Polydore 
Vergil r s account agrees in pic.turing Richard as conscience-
stricken, but the integratio~ of this within ~ dramatic 
scheme of character development is More's contribution 
alone. In More, and in Shakespeare, Richard is not troubled 
by any internal conflict until directly after the climax in 
the external action, the break with Buckingham. The 
internal co~lict, th~refore, arises directly out of the 
external conflict in terms of causation conceived 
dramatically. In writing the play, Shakes~eare found this 
dramatic idea already built into his source, and he made 
effective use of it. The integration of external and 
internal conflict is, as it has been previously shown, one 
126 Polydore Vergil is the source via Halle and 
Holinshed of Richard's conscience-stricken dream before the 
Battle of Bosworth Field. Holinshed, III, 438. 
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or the characteristics or that dramatic perspective which 
Tudor biography developed. 
The dramatic suggestions so far noted as Morets are 
only subordinate elements of a uniried tragic vision which 
Shakespeare found in the chronicle sources or this play. In 
annexing Morets· biography to their chronicles, Holinshed and 
Halle did not impair its rormal unity or its tragic 
perspective on man in a cosmic setting--qualities which 
plainly distinguish it and make it stand out in contrast 
with the rest or the chronicle narrative with which it is 
combined. Related characteristics which give Morets 
biography a tragic perspective or cosmic proportions are 
the roreboding hints, the tragic prophecies, and the dramatic 
ironies, all of which tend to illustrate God 1 s providence 
working its way mysteriously and surprisingly through 
perrectly natural means. These are characteristics of 
Tudor biography already noted in Cavendish. They are also 
quite apparent in Morets biography, and Shakespeare exploited 
them in Richard III.· 
Shakespearets debt to More in this respect is very 
apparent in Scenes ii-iv or Act III or the :play. This series 
or scenes leads up ~o and culminates in the sudden and 
treacherous execution or Hastings by Richard. The source 
or these scenes is either Holinshed' s or Halle.' s nearly 
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b t . t . t. .p 1i~ . 127 ver a ~ ranscr1p 1on o~ More. More's dramatic 
conception and dialogue are so e1'1'ective in these passages. 
that Shakespeare f'ollowed him very closely, adapting his 
visualized scenes and paraphrasing his dialogue. 
Hastings is warned by Stanley that he dreamed that 
nthe boar had razed his helmn and Stanley interprets this 
dream as prophetic of murderous intentions since Richard's 
coat of' arms includes a boar. Hastings., however, is 
undisturbed by this prophecy and rejects Stanley's 
suggestion that they should flee. The next day, on his 
way to a council with Richard at the Tower, Hastingst horse 
stumbles three times as a foreboding of' evil to come, but 
Hastings makes light of' this as a per:fectly natural accident. 
Hastings stops to talk to a priest and Buckingham, who knows 
Hastings goes shortly to his death, remarks ironically that 
he has no need o:f shriving. He meets a pursuivant, who is 
also signif'icantly named Hastings, 128 and he merrily 
converses with him about the death of' his enemies and 
contrasts it with his own security. Thereupon, he walks 
127 The source passages in Holinshed and the ultimate 
source passages in More are too long to be quoted conveniently. 
Holinshed, III, 379-382. Mor~ Works, I, 424-429. 
128 It is signi:ficant because Hastings does not know 
himself, i.e. he does not recognize himself', but he will in 
the recognition scene soon to follow. This irony is also 
in More. 
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blithely into the trap that Richard has laid for him at 
the council meeting in the Tower, where Richard accuses 
him of treason and summarily has him beheaded that very 
day. This entire s.equence follows More, incident for 
incident. 
Shakespeare, after presenting all of these incidents 
in dramatic scenes based on More, has Hastings cry out 
upon his arrest: 
Stanley did dream the boar did raze his 
helm; 
But I disdain'd it, and did scorn to fly: 
Three times to-day my foot-cloth horse did 
stumble, 
And startled, when he look1 d upon the 
Tower, 
As loath to bear me to the slaughter-house. 
O, now I want the priest that spoke to me: 
I now repent I told the pursuivant, 
As 'tware triumph~ng at mine enemies, 
How.they at Pomfret bloodily were 
butcher'd, 
And I myself.secure in grace and favour. 
(III. iv•84-93) 
In this series of scenes, derived quit.e literally from 
Morets scenes, we find foreboding of· evil which is shortly 
realiz-ed, prophecy which is unbelieved but proves true, and 
a tragic irony in Hastings 1 fate which impres.ses. us; with 
the unexpected ways in which God's providence is expressed 
in events which are capable of a strictly naturalistic 
explanation as well. Furthermore, the tragic perspective 
here illust-rated shapes. the play as a whole. Far more than 
the Henry VI plays which preoede it, Richard III is permeated. 
with prophecies, forebodings, anticipations and dramatic 
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ironies. In a recent study, Wolfgang Clemen calls attention 
to these ah~racteristics and remarks that they distinguish 
Richard III from Shakespeare 1 s other early histories. He 
writes that "compared with other plays there is a great deal 
of anticipation and foreboding in Richard III,n and he adds 
that npassages of dramatic irony @re particularly frequent 
in this play and also help build up this dense tissue of 
foreboding hints.nl29 These qualities in Richard III evoke 
a sense of divine providence working secretly but inevitably 
through natural means. Combined with the irony inherent in 
the plot and the developing conflict within Richard himself, 
they help achieve a tragic perspective on man and his world 
which is plainly derived from Shakespearets, source, Moret s 
biography. 
In Richard III Shakespeare was indebted to his sources 
for a good bit more than historical raw material. He found 
there also his basic de casibus pattern already cast by 
More in an essentially dramatic design. He found ·a treatment 
of character development which was already integrated with 
th~s design. And he found a tragic perspective on his 
protagonist which unified plot, character and cosmic setting 
as organically related parts of a single whole. Yet none 
of these conceptions of Richard III originated with Halle 
or Holinshe~who merely followed the narratives of More and 
129 Wolfgang Clemen, "Anticipation and Foreboding in 
Shakespeare's Early Histories,n Shakespeare Survey 6 (1953), 
29. 
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130 then Polydore Vergil as chronology dictated. Except in 
. the limited sense previously noted, Halle and Holinshed's 
translation of Polydore Vergil provided Shakespeare with 
little more than a generalized historical account of 
political and military events le~ding up to and culminating 
at Bosworth Field. 13~ Shakespeare approached this material 
with a dramatic perspective derived in its main outline 
from the preceding account of More. He found in :Vergil 
historical facts and a few vivid details, such as Richard's 
dream, which he selected as it suited his dramatic needs. 
But these needs were already largely determined by the 
seminal dramatic conceptions he found in More and which he 
exploited and developed brilliantly throughout the play. 
130 It is true that Halle presented his chronicle, as 
a whole, in terms of a Tudor philosophy of history, and 
Holinshed, following Halle, retained it. As E. M. W. Tillyard 
has shown, the plays dealing with the civil wars are informed 
by this philosophy. The parts of Richard III which are 
deliberately designed to connect it with the preceding 
Henry VI.plays (for instance, the unhistorical appearance 
of ~ueen Margaret) owe something to Halle's epic conception 
of English history, but this is beside the point. The 
dramatic conceptions stated above were not created by Halle, 
although they could be harmonized with his view of history 
as Shakespeare proved. 
131 Shakespeare had to eliminate and telescope much of 
this because it was irrelevant to his dramatic purpose. His 
selectivity here contrasts s.trikingly with the scene by 
scene adaptation of More demonstrated above. Holinshed, III, 
405-479. 
- . ~ - ·-
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Shakespeare certainly was indebted to More 1 s Tudor 
biography for important dramatic qualities in Richard III. 
The dramatic pattern of the biography left an imprint 
that is quite legible in the play. There is no need to 
deny that other influences--Mar.lowe, s~eneca, Halle 1 s epic 
scheme of history, and the medieval morality play--can 
also be discerned in Richard III. These influences may 
be distinguished from the basic dramatic pattern and the 
ironically tragic perspective taken from More. The 
positive contribution of More's. work is all that concerns 
us, and this is reasonably measurable by parallels because 
the chronicle printings of More were certainly the source 
of the parallels. The parallels show that Shakespeare 
derived from More his basic de casibus pattern, his 
integration of external and internal conflict, his pointed 
dramatic irony, and his tragic :perspective on Richard as 
a blind and deluded man whose fall demonstrates the 
mysterious working of God's providence through unexpected 
natural means. 
Chapter VII 
Three Shakespearean Plays and the 
Tragic Perspective o~ Tudor Biography: 
Roper and Sir Thomas :More 
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The play Sir Thomas More has long been a center o~ 
controversy because of persistent claims that Shakespeare 
had a share in writing it. It is beyond the scope of this 
study to enter that controversy, but since Roper's More 
was the source of the play, the probability of Shakespeare's 
connection with it is pertinent to our limited ends. The 
evidences adduced to support the claim that Shakespeare 
wrote a part of it are many and various. Originally the 
controversy was sparked by paleographic evidence that an 
addition to the extant manuscript was in the handwriting 
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of Shakespeare's known signatures. The entire problem 
has been carefully surveyed by R. C. Bald, who concludes 
that the addition to the manuscript in question was 
definitely written by Shakespeare, and this has come to be 
the dominant opinion among present day students of the 
problem. With reference to his survey of the problem, 
Bald writes: 
With every such advance the argument 
by elimination for Shakespeare 1 s 
132 Sir Edmund h~unde Thompson, Shakespeare's 
Handwriting (O~ord, 1916). The manuscript is Harley 7368 
in the British Museum. 
authorship of the addition becomes 
stronger: it is increasingly more 
difficult to propose from among the 
dramatists of whose work we have 
knowledge of an alternative to 
Shakes.peare .133 
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J. M. Nosworthy has more recently concluded that not 
only is .Addi.tion II (Hand D) by Shakespeare but also most 
probably Addition III (Hand C) as well. Hand D is the 
long disputed Shakespeare autograph and Hand C is thought 
by students of the problem to be that of. a playhouse scribe. 
Nosworthy concludes that Addition III by this scribe was 
probably copied into the manuscript from an original 
version by Shakespeare •134 Caroline ]'_. E. Spurgeon has 
also supported Shakespeare•s authorship of the autograph 
portion by a study of the imagery. 1 35 The evidences and 
arguments leading to the conclusion that Shakespeare had, 
at the very least, a share in this play are becoming very 
difficult to deny. 
Dating the play has been almost equally controversial. 
It was never printed and probably never staged because Sir 
133 "59 R. C. Bald, P~~ • 
134"6hakespeare and Sir Thomas More, n RES, new series, 
VI (1955)., 12-25. For these divisions of the manuscript, 
see W. w. Greg's definitive edition, The Book of Sir Thomas 
More, The Malone Society Reprints (Oxford, 1911). 
135 ttim.agery in the Sir Thomas More Fragm.ent,n RES, 
VI (1930), 257-270. 
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Errmund Tilney, Master of the Revels, censored it se~erely 
as the manuscript notes in his hand plainly indicate. 136 
Hence, proposed dates are based on conjectures from 
internal evidence and have ranged from 1586 to 1602. 
The problem is complicated by uncertainties concerning 
the history of the manuscript. This history may be 
reconstructed as follows. An original version of the 
play seems to have been written by Anthony Munday, probably 
in collaboration with Chettle and possibly also Dekker. 
The date of this early version is uncertain. Dates as 
late as 1600 or 1601 have been suggested.l37 But more 
recently, I. A. Shapiro has argued that Mund~y1 s original 
play was written not later than 1591. 138 The play was 
rejected by Tilney, then subsequently revised by Shakespeare, 
and Shapiro thinks not later than 1593. 
In addition to othe~ arguments favoring an early date 
for the revision, it is difficult to believe that 
136 \:1. W. Greg, p. xiii. 
137 G. B. Harrison, "The Date of Sir Thomas More, u ~' 
I (1925), 337-339; D. C. Collins, "On the Date of Sir 
Thomas More," RES, X (1934), 401-411. 
138 "Th.e Significance of a Date," Shakespeare S~rvey 8 
(1955), 100-105. Shapiro rejects an assumption of those 
who date it later than 1596. The assumption is that the 
manuscript of Munday's dohn a Kent is dated 1596. Shapiro 
sees this as a misreading of the earlier date 1590 and his 
photostatic enlargement of the handwritten date makes his 
view convincing. 
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Shakespeare would collaborate with Munday, Chettle and 
Dekker in the years 1601-1602. At this period Shakespeare 
was financially and otherwise committed at the Globe, and 
Munday., Chettle and Dekker were writing for his rivals, the 
Admiral's men, at a competing theatre, the new Fortune. 139 
Furthermore, by this time Shakespeare was accomplished in 
both skill and reputation. What reason could he have for 
accepting the job of patching and revising a rejected play 
of his literary rivals to make money tor his own company's 
bitter financial competitors? On the other hand, it is 
quite plausible that Shakespeare might collaborate with 
these writers in 1593 when he was learning his craft and 
working with Lord Stran.ge's men. 14° 
But regardless of the problems of authorship and date, 
Sir Thomas More is an interesting play in itself and a 
telling illustration of the influence of a Tudor biography 
on an Elizabethan drama. The basic pattern of the play ~s 
derived from Roper's biography. It is a de casibus rise and 
fall viewed in a dramatic perspective strikingly like that 
of its principal source, Roper 1 s More. 141 The focus is 
139 Turner, pp. 135-140. 
140 W. W. Greg, p. xix. 
. l4l Except for a scene based on an anecdote in John 
Foxe 1 s Acts and Monuments (there attributed not to More but 
Thomas Cromwell) and the "ill May daytt scene, which is from 
Halle's chronicle, the play is based on Roper's Life of 
More.· Ribner, p. 212. 
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biographical throughout, and the essence of Morets career 
is presented as a single unified tragic action. 
The early scenes show More's rise to be the result of 
his ability rather than his. ambition. As S.heriff' of' London, 
he quells the "ill May day" insurrection with eloquence and 
wisdom joined with a personal integrity which the nobility 
and the commons alike respect. 142 He is consequently 
elevated by the king to knighthood and the ch~ncel~orship. 
Following the de casibus pattern of Roper, the next 
group of scenes deal with More at the height of his power. 
Some of these scenes are freely invented, but they cohere, 
as the parallel part of Roper does, because of' the 
consistency of Morets character as it was established in 
142 The "ill lvlay day" insurrection actually took place 
in London in 1517 and is described in Halle's chronicle (1550). 
Edward Halle, Henry VIII, ed. Charles Whibley (London, 1904), 
I, 153-164. Halle briefly mentions that "at saynct Martyns 
gate, there met with them [the rioters] syr Thomas Moore and 
other, desyrynge theym to go to their lodgynges." From this 
brief hint, the writer[s]of the play invented a scene in 
which More actually quells the entire rebellion. In Halle.1 s 
account, however, More's part in the affair was neither so. 
spectacular or so successful, for others spoke to the crowd 
as well as More and the rioters were only temporarily 
pacified. More 1 s elevation to the chancellorship as a 
result of this incident is entirely unhistorical and 
invented for the sake of the play. The play depends upon 
Halle for the idea of associating More with this uprising, 
but the invented parts of the scene illustrate More's 
character and his rise in accordance with the conception and 
pattern presented by Roper. Roper shows More's rise to be 
the result not of ambition but of ability and-especially his 
abilit.;V: as ~ p:u,lv.lic ap.e.aker~ who commanded the respect of 
ooth -the . n<!>bili ty and thEf commons. This is important since 
the May ·day speech is part of the addition attributed to 
Shakespeare, cf'. Roper, pp •. 12-19 and p. 22. 
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the earlier scenes. With the connivance or an accused 
pickpocket, More shows a pompous judge that his judicial 
robes have not relieved him or the human frailty common to 
us a11. 143 In another scene, .he exchanges his Lord 
Chanc~llorts robes with a servant and demonstrates before 
Erasmus how external appearance may differ from internal 
worth.l44 And in yet another scene, he extemporizes a 
part in an interlude, significantly entitled The Marriage 
of' Witt and Vvisedome, 145 per:formed at his home before the 
llt-6 Lord Mayor and other company. The part he takes is that 
of Good Councell, and he warns Witt, who is about to accep.t 
Lady Vanitie, in these words: 
Witt, judge not things by the 
outwards showe; 
The eye oft mistakes, right well 
you doo knows: 
Good Councell assures thee uppon 
his honestie, 
That this is not Wisedome, but 
Lady Vanitie. 
(IV. i. 272-275) 
The consistency or More's character and the repeated theme 
of external appearance contrasted with internal reality 
143 
This incident is invented. 
144 This scene is invented. 
, 145 The lines performed by the players are actually not 
rrom The Marriage of' Witt and Wisedome but adapted from 
Lusty dUVentus. c. F. Tucker Brooke, ed., The Shakespeare 
~f~¥~W¥ii i~xtgr%fii~9~~iti~n ttgiessFg~~~w1:~e~g¥~~~ to the 
. 146 
This scene was probably suggested by the inc·ident 
in Roper in which More extemporized a part in an interlude 
performed before Cardinal Morton. Of. Roper, p. 5. 
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holds these scenes together and relates them to the earlier 
group. 
In the scene following these, More's public career 
reaches a climax to be followed by a decline in line with 
the pattern in Roper's biography. More is asked to 
subscribe to the King's articles. He replies: 
Our conscience first shall parley 
with our lawes. 
(IV.ii.76) 
When the articles are further pressed upon him, he answers:. 
Sir, tell his highnesse, I entreats 
Some time for to bethinke me of this 
taske: 
In the meane while I doo resigne 
mine office 
Into my soueraignes hands. 
. (IV.ii.91-94) 
This scene marks the apex of More's de casibus rise, and 
in that sense it is the climax of the external action of 
the play.l47 However, it is far less important in the 
dramatic logic of the play than the scene which immediately 
follows it. 
The following scene is at More's home at Chelsea. 
The scene opens upon Roper and Lady More, who have as yet 
l4'i This is Act IV, Scene ~~. It is precisely Act IV, 
Scene ii of Richard III in which a parallel climax in the 
external action occurs, when Richard mounts the throne. It 
is true that act and scene divisions in Shakespeare were 
probably made by his editors. Nevertheless, the position 
of such a scene in the over-all structure is important, and 
the editorial division into acts and scenes reflects this 
structure even if Shakespeare didn 1 t formally divide his 
plays. 
' . " . 
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no knowledge of the events of the previous scene. Lady 
More is disturbed by a strange dream that she has had and 
she related it to Roper: 
Me thought twas night, 
And that the king and queene went 
on the Themes 
In bardges to heare musique: my 
lord and I 
Were in a little boate me thought,--
Lord, Lord, 
What straunge things liue in 
slumbers! 
(IV.iii.9-13) 
She tells how she and her husband in their small boat 
grappled on to the royal barge but were, after a while, 
pulled away by a swift current which swept them downstream 
until they stopped just opposite the Tower, whereupon a 
whirlp?ol sucked them down and they drowned arm in arm. 
Roper tells her to put no faith in dreams, but he is 
disturbed and goes to his wife. She also has had a dream. 
She dreamed that her father was kneeling in his private 
chapel, when both he and the image before which he kne.e.led 
fell into the upper quire where she found him lying in his 
blood. 
Immediately thereafter, More enters in a cheerful but 
pensive mood. He greets his family as follows: 
As seamen, hauing past a troubled 
storme, 
Daunce on the pleasant shoare; 
so I--Oh, I could speake 
Now like a poet! now, afore God, 
I am passing light! 
Wife, give me kinde welcome •. · 
{IV.iii • .52-.5.5) 
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His ramily are puzzled and a little frightened by what they 
consider his strange bearing. Then More turns to Roper and 
says, 
God blesse ye!--Sonne Roper, give 
me your hand. 
And Roper uncomprehendingly answers, 
Your honor's welcome home • 
. (IV.iii .. 52-55) 
More cannot help but laugh at being called "Your honor." 
Roper 1 s well-meant but uncomprehending response amuses him 
in the light of the inner experience which his ramily 
cannot share with him. He tries to break the news to them 
in jest, saying, 
Lady Moore. 
Moore. 
Lady Moore. 
Moore. 
The meriest councellour of 
England1 s dead. 
Whose that, my lord? 
Still lord! the Lord Chauncellor, 
wire •.. 
Thats you. 
Certains; but I haue chaungde 
my lire • 
.Am I not leaner then I was 
berore: 
The ratt is gon; my title t s only 
Moore. 
(IV .iii.?0-76) 
In the remainder of the scene, and what amounts to a 
continuation of it in a later scene, More makes it clear to 
his ramily that he has made his decision and that he has 
won a moral victory within himself. He bids rarewell to 
his family and to the ties which they and Chelsea represent 
to go nby water" to the Tower saying, 
To a great prison, to discharge the 
strife 
Commenc 1 de twixte conscience and 
my frailer life, 
Moore now must marche. Chelsey, 
adiewe, adiewe! 
(IV .v .176-178) 
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This is a recognition scene. It will be recalled that 
in Roper's Life of' More the significant conflict is not 
an external but an internal one. More's refusal to sign 
the king1 s articles, as in the play, is relatively 
unimportant compared with the internal conflict between 
More's allegiance to his ideals and to his legal king. 
In the biography this conflict is resolved in a moving 
recognition scene which takes place, as in the play, at 
Chelsea. It will be remembered that More says goodbye to 
his family and departs in a small boat with Roper, and that 
he says in a pensive but cheerful manner that he thanks the 
Lord the field is won. Roper does not immediately comprehend, 
but it later becomes plain to him that More has made the 
important decision and that the lightness of heart and 
freedom he feels is the result of a victory within himself. 
The recognition scene in the play, although it is 
freshly imagined, is parallel in function and in its position 
in the structure to Roper 1 s scene, and it is charged with 
many echoes of Roper. It should be noticed that in the 
preceding scene More does not, in fact, commit himself 
but merely asks for time in which to let his conscience 
nparley with our lawes." The internal conflict is set in 
motion, but not yet resolved. Then we have the symbolic 
dream or Lady More, which echoes the scene in Roper, where 
More departs from Chelsea by boat upon the Thames to race 
what will ultimately mean his death. The dream of 1~rgaret 
Roper is not in the biography, but it was almost certainly 
suggested by an incident elsewhere in Roper. in which More, 
has a prophetic dream while in his yhapel. 148 Then More 
enters in a mood which reflects that he has made his 
decision. He tells his wife and Roper this in metaphors 
which they, as Roper in the biography, fail to comprehend. 
Finally he tells them plainly that he is a changed man. 
The Lord Chancellor is dead; but ttmy title 1 s only Moore.n 
The catharsis is complete, and the relief he experiences 
at this victory over his other self makes him ~eel that he 
could nspeake now like a poet." Consistency with the 
earlier scenes of the play is also maintained; for it has 
been dramatically shown that More was not ambitious, and 
the contrast between external titles and internal worth 
is a note that has been repeatedly sounded. 
Hence, a dramatic perspective on character development 
in which an internal conflict arises from a climax in the 
external action and is resolved in a recognition scene is 
148 The probable source is the passage in Roper in 
which MOre kneels in his private chapel to pray for his 
daughter Margaret, who is ill. He has a prophetic dream 
that she will recover. cr. Roper, pp. 28-29. 
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plainly evident in both the play and the Tudor biography 
that was its source. ~Vhoever wrote the play was certainly 
indebted to Roper for this perspective. 
The remaining scenes of the play follow the pattern 
of de casibus decline very much as it is handled in Roper. 
There are similar scenes, .More and his jailor in the Tower, 
the farewell to his wife and daughter, and the execution 
scene in which More makes the well-known jests found in 
the biography. There was small need for invention in 
these last scenes because Roper's presentation was so 
dramatically conceived that it called for little alteration. 
The play as a whole is constructed from beginning to 
end upon a basic pattern which treats de casibus tragedy 
dramatically by showing More's fate to be the result of 
internal qualities of character in conflict with external 
realities. The dramatic conflict is mostly internal, as 
it is in Roper's biography, but the claims of the external 
world--of king, of law, of falling axe--are faced and 
recognized by the protagonist and in that recognition the 
conflict is resolved triumphantly. The conflict is 
actually the ancient Christian one between the claims of 
God and the claims of Caesar. But what makes this play, 
and Roper's biography, tragedy rather than merely religious 
sentimentality is the uncompromising way in which both face 
the very real claims of Caesar. 
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In the play, More is asked to subscribe to the king's 
law. The meaning ot the demand is that he should subscribe 
to the king1 s articles. More, pretending to misunderstand, 
says that he will gladly subscribe to the claims of' the law. 
His f'amily rejoice, thinking that he has given in and will 
live. Then More says: 
Oh, pardon mel 
I will subscribe to goe unto the Tower 
With all submissive willingness., and 
thereto add 
My bones to strengthen the foundation 
Ot lulius Caesars pallace. Now my lord, 
Ile satisf'ye the king, even with my 
blood; · 
Nor will I wrong your pacience,--Freend, 
doo thine of'f'ice. · · 149 (IV .v.l65-l71) 
Thus does the More of' the play subscribe to give unto 
Caesar the things that are Caesar 1 s. He does not deny the 
kingts right to dispose of' a subject, blood and bone, to 
strengthen the foundations of' law and order. The More of' 
the play reveals the same dual allegiance to the king.,: in 
his province, and to God, in His, that we have previously 
noted in Roper's biography. 
The tragedy is, therefore, no mere accident brought on 
by blind Fortune turning her wheel. It is, on the contrary, 
the natural and even inevitable result or human 
responsibility and integrity in the world as it is. Given 
l49 It is interesting to note that Shakespeare mentions 
in Richard III (III~i.69) the legendary s.tory that Julius 
Caesar began the Tower of London. In the manuscript these 
lines are in Hand s, attributed to Anthony Munday. 
W. W. Greg, p. 52. 
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Morets character and the circumstances of life as seen by 
both Roper and the author(s) or this play, no other outcome 
is possible. Whoever wrote the play paralleled Roper's 
tragic perspective on man and life. This is revealed by 
the playrs structure, but it is also plainly stated in a 
passage in whichMore says: 
It is in Heaven that I am thus and 
thus; 
And that which we prophanlie terme 
our fortuns 
Is the provision of the power aboue, 
Fitted and shapte just to that 
strength of nature · 
Which we are borne <withal)~ · 150 (III. ii.l-5) 
In other words, what seems to be the accidental working of 
blind Fortune is actually the inevitable result of the 
character we are born with coming into play with life as 
God has made it. Or to state it differently, God's 
providence works mysteriously through perfectly natural 
means. This tragic perspective oh man and life, inherent. 
as it is in the structure of the play, transforms the 
de casibus theme in the same dramatic manner that we are 
already familiar with through analysis of all three 
biographies. 
Whoever wrote Sir Thomas More was indebted to Roper's 
biography for important dramatic conceptions as well as 
l50 These lines and those that Lmmediately follow are 
attributed to Shakespeare by J. M. Nosworthy~::P· .•• 24. 
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historical raw material. The basic pattern of the play 
which integrates external and internal action in terms or 
character development is very evidently inspired by Roper. 
The recognition scene, as well as its function, position, 
and construction, was certainly suggested by Roper•s 
.. ·. 
example. The thematic emphasis up'on the contrast between 
external appearance and inner reality may also be traced 
to Roper. The use of prophetic dreams to foreshadow what 
will later occur as the result of natural causation is 
parallel in the biography and the play. Two or the 
dreams in the play may be traced to suggestions found 
in Roper. Hence, it is most likely that this dramatic 
element of the play was also inspired by the biography. 
Finally, the treatment of de casibus tragedy as a single 
unified dramatic action--the tragic perspective, in other 
words, which integrates the preceding factors and gives 
th·e play its tragic tone--definitely owes a heavy debt 
to Roperrs Tudor biography. 
Chapter VIII 
Three Shakespearean Plays and the 
Tragic Perspective or Tudor Biography: 
Cavendish and Shakespearets Henry VIII 
Shakespeare's authorship or Henry VIII (1613) was 
unquestioned until 1850 when James Spedding, on the basis 
or metrical tests and other internal evidence, claimed that 
it was written in collaboration with Fletcher. 151 Since 
Spedding opened the question, a great deal has been written 
on the problem but nothing conclusive has been orrered by 
those who ravor joint authorship. The entire problem has 
been recently surveyed by R. A .• Foakes who concludes that 
there are uvery good grounds ror leaving the play where 
Heminge and Condell put it, amongst Shakespeare's works.nl52 
Foakes bases his conclusion primarily on the ract that the 
evidences ror joint authorship are all open to various 
interpretations, none or them conclusive, while the unity 
and consistency or the play is very dirricult to account ror 
on the theory or joint authorship. My study or the play in 
relation to its sources inclines me to agree with Foakes, 
ror the way in which dramatic elements and materials rrom 
l5l Spedding, pp,. --1.1~ .. 123. 
l5Z King Henry VIII, new .Arden ed. (London, 1957) , P• 
xxv. Future rererences to the play are to this edition. 
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various places in the sources were consistently synthesized 
is too complex to have been the work o~ collaborators. 
However, the problem of authorship is not our primary 
~ -·. . 
concern. 
Regardless of authorship, HenryVIII is a very 
interesting play and some of its most interesting 
characteristics can be traced to the influence of 
Cavendishts Tudor biography. The sources of the play, 
which have been acknowledged to date, are the second edition 
of Holinshed (1587), Halle (1548}, Foxe 1 s Acts and Monuments 
(1563), and dOhn Speed's The History of Great Britain (1611) .153 
However, these sources alone do not account for a number 
of things in the play which may be ultimately traced to 
Cavendish's biography. 
As it has been previously shown, large portions of 
Cav.~ndish's Life of Wolsey were copied verbatim by Stowe 
and printed in his chronicle (1580) • Stowe included even 
more of Cavendish's narrative in his Annals (1592) It is 
easy to distinguish the material on Wolsey which Stowe 
derived from Cavendish from that which he derived from 
Halle and other sources. The material preceding Cavendish 
is a mere chronicle of events in which Wolsey is mentioned 
occasionally for his part in this or that event. Then 
suddenly one comes upon a very lengthy biographical 
153 Foakes, p. xxxiii. 
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digression focused exclusively upon Wolsey's rise and fall, 
and, except for deletions and transitions, it is a word for 
word transcription of Cavendish. Disregarding the chronology 
of events in general, Stowe reverts to the date of Wolsey's 
birth, beginning with the opening words of Cavendish's 
biography and :following this source, with deletions, to 
Cavendish's closing_passages on Wolsey's death.l54 The 
deletions occur where Cavendish's narrative might be 
construed a.s placing Queen Katherine in a favorable light 
or Anne Boleyn in an unfavorable one and where Stowe 
evidently thought Cavendishts full account could be out 
without sacri:fioing the patter~ of the biography as a whole. 
Stowe states that he will relate Wolsey 1 s uasoending unto 
honorous estate, and sudden :falling againe.n155 He then 
proceeds to transcribe Cavendish's biography without 
acknowledgment and with the deletions mentioned above, an 
account which occupies seventy-three pages in the Annals 
(1592, 1631). This copious and accurate but pruned version 
of' the Li:fe·of Wolsey maintains Cavendish's rise and fall 
pattern and includes enough of his dramatic structure and 
style to convey a tragic e:ffect close to that of the 
l54 ~ohn Stow, Annales, or a General Chronicle of 
England· (1631). This edition is a reprinting of' the edition 
of 1592, edited by Edmund Howes and continued by him to 
1631. The material from Cavendish occupies pp. 486-559. 
l55 Stow, p. 479. 
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complete biography. 
In Holinshed (1587) there is less material which 
literally ~ol~ows Cavendish than in Stowe. As the marginal 
acknowledgments show, Holinshed depended upon a variety o~ 
sources, but principally Halle, ~or his account o~ the 
early years o~ the reign o~ Henry VIIr. 156 However, when 
he reached t.I;J.e point in his general chronicle of' events 
where he was to deal with the ~all o~ Wolsey ~rom power, 
he began, without acknowledging his source, to ~ollow 
verbatim long passages ~rom some accurate transcription of' 
Cavendish. 157 Unlike Stowe, he did not s.tart his 
transcription at the beginning of' Cavendish's narrative. 
His borrowings begin with the symbolic scene o~ the f'alling 
cross, the prognostication of' Wolsey's f'all. He then 
f'ollows Cavendish accurately, although with omissions, to 
' 158 
the death o~ Wolsey at Leicester Abbey. . Then a~ter a 
brief' passage pointing up the moral of' Wolsey's ~all, he 
begins to transcribe f'rom Cavendish again, reverting to 
the opening words of' the biography concerning Wolsey's 
birth and f'ollowing the narrative, with omissions, to the 
156 Holinshed, III, 544-752. 
l57 This material may have been derived ~rom Stowe 
(1580) and/or a Cavendish manuscript. Cf'. p. 109 o~ this 
work. 
. . 
158 Holinshed, III, 752-756. 
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scene in which Wolsey entertains the King at a mask in his 
Cardinal's palace at Hampton Court. 159 In essence, what 
Holinshed provides of Cavendish's biography is a cut-down 
transcription of Wolsey 1 s fall followed by a similarly 
cut-down transcription of his rise. His editorial cutting 
exceeds Stowe 1 s, but the rise and fall pattern of Cavendish 
remains despite the change in the original order. 
John Speed's History (1611) also contains much material 
from Cavendish, some of which does not appear in the earlier 
chronicles. 160 Speed is the first chronicler to openly 
acknowledge Cavendish as his source of material on Wolsey. 
He also includes Cavendish's references to Anne Boleyn 
which the earlier chroniclers carefully omitted. He thus 
provides Wolsey's tragedy with the antagonist that appears 
in Cavendish's biography and Shakespeare's play. For 
instance, he writes: 
The first step of his [Wolsey's] 
discent was his dislike of the Kings 
affection unto Anne Bullen, a 
Gentlewoman nothing favourable to his 
Pontificall pompe, nor no great 
follower of the Rite of those times, 
which moved the Cardinell lthe Pope 
having assumed the sentence of ~ueene 
Katherines cause unto himselfe) to 
write unto his Holiness to deferre 
the judement of Divorce, till he 
159 Holinshed, III, 756-765. 
l60 Wiley, p:;L:;2. •. And 0f. pp. 116-118 of this work. 
had wrought th~6!ings minde in another mould. 
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Speed deliberately emphasizes the tragic pattern or 
rise and fall derived from Cavendish and presents a 
perspective on Wolsey's career that is very close to that 
of his source. The material from Cavendish which does not 
appear elsewhere makes it apparent that he had access to a 
manuscript of the Life. He follows the entire career or 
Wolsey in the pattern of Cayendish, but he omits some 
passages included by S.towe and paraphrases some which the 
earlier chroniclers transcribed verbatim. 162 In essence, 
his use of Cavendish may be desn~ibed as close to the original 
in pattern and tragic conception, but less copious and less 
faithful in literal transcription than Stowe or HOlinshed. 
In discussing the sources of Henry VIII, R. A. Foakes 
writes: 
It seems certain :from the use of the 
source-material that Shakespeare read, 
remembered, or perhaps even collated, 
at least three chronicles, besides 
glancing at Speed's history; and that 
he did not confine his attention to 
the material immediately relevant to a 
particular scene of the play, but browsed 
widely, and took or combined scraps :from 
scattered pages in several books.l63 
i6l·John Speed, The History of Great Britaine (London, 
1627) , p. 782. This is the second edition or Speed. It is 
a reprinting of the edition of 1611. Although the source of 
the passage quoted is Cavendish, it is not a verbatim 
transcription. 
162 Speed, pp. 765-782. 
163 Foakes, p. xxxv. 
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My study or the play in relation to the sources decidedly 
comirms this view of how Hhakespeare worked. However, 
there are so many important things in the :play which were 
certainly derived ultimately rrom Cavendish but which can 
not be round in Holinshed, Halle, Foxe or Speed that it is 
di:t'ficult to avoid the conclusion that Shakespeare also us.ed 
Stowe and even that he :probably had a Cavendish manuscript 
as an additional source. It is evident that Shakespeare 
drew some ot his Cavendish materials rrom Holinshed and one 
speech of Wolsey was certainly derived from Speed, but 
remaining debts to Cavendish appear in the :play. 164 Some 
of' these may be accounted ror by crediting Stowe, but 
others seem inexplicable except upon the theory that a 
Cavendish manuscript was available to the author. In the 
following comparison of Cavendish 1 s biography with Henry VIII, 
some or these debts will be briefly noted. 
Henry VIII has structural and other characteristics 
that make it unlike any or Shakespeare's other :plays while 
at the same time revealing its relationship to them. It 
cannot be f'itted into the scheme of the earlier histories 
dealing with the epic of the Wars of the Roses. 165 It is 
.164 Foakes quotes the :parallel :passage from Speed in a 
note, :p. 112. See S.peed, :p. 781 and H.VIII III.ii.222-227. 
l65 It is signiricant that it is not discussed in 
Tillyard's Shakespeare's History Plays or in Lily B. 
Campbell's Shakespeare's nHistoriesn. 
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unlike these plays (with the notable exception or Richard 
III), in its more intimate concern for the private and 
inner conflicts of its characters. The public welfare of 
the state is not ignored in Henry VIII, but it is 
deliberately related to and contrasted with the salvation 
of the ind.ividual in a manner not attempted in the earlier 
histories. In fact, it is a decidedly biographical play, 
although it is not focused exclusively upon a single life. 
Instead we find a series of figures--Buckingham, Katherine, 
Wolsey, Cranmer--focused intimately and biographically but 
related to the welfare of the state in their public 
capacities. In the play, the king serves the symbolic 
function of defining their relationship to the state. In 
this wa~a biographical focus is reconciled with an 
historical one. 
The play is also related to Shakespeare t s tragedies, 
and especially to those which incorporate aspects of the 
de casibus pattern of rise and rall. The principal figures--
Buckingham, Katherine, Wolsey, Cranmer--are not only 
focused biographically but also in the particular tragic 
pattern with which we are ramiliar through our analysis 
of the rorm that de casibus tragedy took in Tudor biography. 
Finally, the play is related in tone and philosophical 
outlook to the other plays or Shakespeare's last phase. 
Like The Tempest and The Winter 1 s Tale it reflects through 
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its themes, its imagery and its benevolent ending a view of 
life seen from beyond tragedy. But it is not a view of life 
which excludes tragedy. On the contrary, it is a vision 
which accepts the tragic experience of the individual as 
necessary for his personal salvation and ultimately 
necessary for the good of the state and the entire cosmos. 
The series of personal tragedies in Henry VIII lead to a 
benevolent end for the individuals because they gain self-
knowledge, and a benevolent end for the public welfare 
because through them the king has been educated to assume 
his responsibilities. Hance, the perspective on man and 
life projected by the play is ripe in a wisdom derived 
from tragic suffering and the recognitions it brings. As 
the prologue plainly states, it is a nsadtt play and a 
"serious" play and in it you will ttfind truth too." 
However, although Henry VIII shares the sad and mellow 
flavor of the other late plays, it achieves its affects 
through quite diff'erent structural means. There is none 
of that dependence upon magic, myth and deus ex ma.china 
that so plainly marks lfhe Tempest, The Winter's Tale and 
the other late plays. This has been noted by R. A. Foakes 
who writes of Henry VIII: 
Where this play dif'f'ers f'rom t~e others 
is in its closeness to actuality, and 
in the ~eater embodiment of' the themes 
in the characters. In the other late 
plays there is some sort of abrogation 
of the ordinary laws of' movement, of' 
causation, of time·and space, and of 
social intercourse.lb6 
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And he continues that Henry VIII is an attempt to achieve 
a similar effect to that of the other late plays, but 
within the ordinary terms of causality 
and succession~ terms which the material 
of history helped to·impose; and it is 
the play's structure, its most neglected ·167 aspect, which deserves most careful study. 
The structure of Henri VIII is very complex, but 
certain major aspects of it were adopted and developed from 
the example provided by Cavendish's Life of Wolsey. Some 
basic patterns derived from Cavendish are utilized by 
Shakespeare not only in his treatment of Wolsey and Q,ueen 
Katherine, where Cavendish was his main source, but by 
analogy these patterns are also applied to Buckingham and 
Cranmer and to the structure of the play as a whole. 
Howeyer, to see how closely Shakespeare's pattern parallels 
that of Cavendish, we must be alert to a good bit more than 
the dramatist's debt.to the biographer for historical 
information. More important are the parallels in tragic 
co.q.cep~ion. It is Shakespeare's dramatic design itself 
that is like the biography even when Cavendish is not 
the direct or even ultimate source. 
The first figure to suffer a fall in the play is 
Buckingham. The historical source for most of this material 
166 Foakes, p. xliv. 
167 Foakes, p. xlv. 
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is Holinshed's account based ultimately upon Polydore 
Vergil. 168 But it soon becomes apparent that Shakespeare 
is shaping this material to serve as an analogy to the 
subsequent rall of Wolsey and Katherine and as a contrast 
to the career of Cranmer who is about to fall when the king 
intercedes to_p~event it. We may note three things that 
are stressed by Shakespeare but which are not particularly 
emphasized in the chronicle. One is that before his fall 
Buckingham is especially willful and impatient. In a 
speech entirely invented by Shakespeare, Norfolk v~rns him 
that "we may outrun by violent swiftness that which we run 
at, and lose by overcrunningtt(I.i.l4l-143). After his fall, 
Buckingham is a noticeably changed man. Through suffering 
he has learned patience and humility. A second point to 
note is that Shakespeare emphasizes that the trial in 
which Buckingham was convicted of treason was legally just 
in terms of the letter of the law, but cruelly unmerciful 
in terms of his actual motive~ which show him a faithful 
servant to the king. The third point is that Shakespeare 
gives dramatic prominence to the fact that he was betrayed 
by a trusted servant and that his father in Richard;III's 
reign was betrayed in the same manner. It will later be 
seen that these three points of emphasis correspond by 
analogy with Shakespeare's treatment of Wolsey, Katherine 
168 Holinshed, III, 657-663. 
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and Cranmer. 
In presenting the tragic fall of Wolsey and Katherine, 
Shakespeare's principal historical source is material 
derived either ultimately or directly from Cavendish. 169 
In dealing with this material, Shakespeare adopts not only 
historical incidents but certain patterns of treatment which 
are very evident in Cavendish. One such pattern is used by 
Shakespeare as a major structural device of the play. We 
have already noticed in Shakespeare's treatment of 
Buckingham a deliberate emphasis .upon servant-master 
relations. Buckingham is a true servant of the king but 
mercilessly destroyed. He is betrayed by one of his own 
most trusted servants who· proves false, and he calls 
attention to the parallel fate of his father. 
The suggestion for this pattern may be traced to 
Cavendish. In the biography, Wolsey thinks himself ~ true 
servant to the king, but discovers through ironic experience 
that he has, in fact, been a false one because he has been 
a false servant to Goa. In the agony of his discovery, 
he cries out: 
I se the matter ayenst me howe it is 
fram,ed,i But if I had serued god as 
dyl..igently as I haue don the kyng he 
wold. not haue gevyn me ouer in my 
gr:ay heares/ howbeit thys is the Iust 
reward that I must Receyve for my worldly 
dyligence & paynnes that I haue had to 
169 Holinshed, III, 737-765. 
do hy.me seruyce/ oonly to satysrie 
his vayn pleasur!s6 not regarding 
my godly dewtye. 7 
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A parallel emphasis upon the contrast between true and 
ralse servants is apparent throughout the biography. 
Wolsey's trusted servant and protege, Stephen Gardiner, 
who becomes the king's secretary through Wolsey's advancement, 
171 betrays his old master to the king. Ironically, Thomas 
Cromwell, ror whom Wolsey did nothing, proves a true and 
raithrul servant during all or his master's troubles. 
Cavendish h:imselr, as gentleman usher, is a very obvious: 
example or the true servant. Wolsey, recognizing this, is 
ashamed that he has done so little ror him. Cavendish tries 
to comrort him 
but it wold not be/ ·qd he/ that I se this 
gentilman/ (meanyng by me) howe raytherull/ 
howe diligent/ And howe paynrull, syncs 
the begynneng or my troble/ he hathe 
serued me/ Abandonyng his owen contrie/ 
his wyre & childerne/ his howsse & 
ramelye/ his rest & quyotnes/ only to 
serue me/ And remembryng wt my selr that 
I haue no thyng to reward hyme ror his 172 honest merytes grevythe me not a littill. 
It would be possible to cite many other examples of true 
and ralse servant-master relationships deliberately 
17° Cavendish, pp. 178-179. This SJ?eech .is not in 
Speed, but it appears verbatim in Stowe lp. 558) and 
Holinshed (III, 755). 
171 Cavendish, p. 96. This betrayal is not mentioned 
in any of the chronicles. 
172 Cavendish, pp. 158-159. This passage is not in 
any or the chronicles. 
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am.plif'ied by Cavendish. It was a natural emphasis f'or one 
who was himself' a servant. 
Shakespeare develops and exploits this pattern 
brilliantly in the play. Like Cavendish, he shows Wolsey 
to be a f'alse servant to both God and the king. The 
quotation above f'rom Cavendish in which Wolsey acknowledges 
this is paraphrased in the play. 173 Gardiner proves a 
f'alse servant, not to Wolsey, but to Cranmer, whom he 
attempts to betray·. Cromwell, as in Cavendish, is shown to 
be a true servant. He is deliberately contrasted in this 
light with Gardiner who proves f'alse. Shakespeare pointedly 
emphasizes the irony of' Wolsey's advancement of' Gardiner 
and his f'ailure to do anything f'or the mQre worthy Cromwell 
(II.ii.ll?-120 and III.ii.412-416). ~ueen Katherine is 
also shown, as a f'aithful wife, to be a true servant of' her 
husband, but ironically she is divorced despite her 
f'aithf'ulness. The analogy here i~ with Buckingham. 
Katherine and Buckingham are brought down by trials in 
which the letter of' the law is observed while their f'aithf'ul 
service in motive and action is ignored. 
Another true servant in the play is ~ueen Katherine's 
gentleman usher, Grif'fith. This character in the play gets 
his name f'rom an actual servant of' the ~ueen mentioned 
l73 The Wolsey of' the play says: ttHad I but serv' d 
my God with half' the zeal I serv'd my King, he would not 
in mine age have lef't me naktd to mine enemies"(III.ii. 
456-458). 
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brie~ly by Cavendish in his description o~ the divorce 
trial.l74 He also appears in the trial scene o~ the play. 
However, he plays a ~ar more important part in a later scene 
which was partly invented and partly based on the words and 
actions of another gentleman usher., the historical 
Cavendish himself. 
This is a climactic scene in the structure o~ the play 
as a whole. It is the scene in which ~ueen Katherine, sick 
and attended by her ~aithful servants, Gri~fith and Patience, 
hears Gr~~ith tell, in words derived ~rom Cavendish's 
biography, o;r the tragic death of Wolsey at Leicester 
Abbey. She says, "He stepp'd before me happily ~or my 
exa:m.ple"(IV.ii.l0-11). A~ter listening to Griffith tell 
o~ his ~ailings and his virtues, his li~e and his tragic 
death, she finds the charity to ~orgive him ttwhom I most 
hated living"(IV.ii.7.3). Be~ore the scene is over she dies; 
'· but not until after she has had a symbolic dream in which 
she is crowned, not with the earthly crown placed on Anne 
Boleyn in the scene immediately preceding, but with a 
heavenly crown of bays. Before she dies she says in 
reference to her gentleman usher's account of Wolsey's 
death: 
After my death I wish no other herald, 
No other speaker of my living actions 
To keep mine honour ~rom corruption, 
But such an honest chronicler as Griffith. 
(IV. ii. 69-72) 
l74 Cavendish, p. 82. Holinshed, III, 7.38. 
When we consider that Cavendish was also a gentleman 
usher, that he was the true servant and honest chronicler 
or Wolsey, that Griffith has just recited an eloquent 
passage almost verbatim from Cavendish's Life, that 
Cavendish was indeed the only writer who presented a 
balanced and unprejudiced view not only or Wolsey but or 
Katherine herself, that Shakespeare's own sympathetic 
treatment of Wolsey and Katherine agrees with this view, and 
finally that Grirfith's attendance on the dying Queen is a 
close parallel with the action of the source passage, the 
attendance or Cavendish upon the dying Wolsey--when we 
consider all these parallels, it is difricult to avoid the 
conclusion that Shakespeare is thinking or Griffith as 
Cavendish and paying the biographer a compliment by 
implication. 175 The climactic position of this scene in the 
structure of the play as a whole is another good reason to 
suspect that this implication was intended, for Shakespeare 
frequently packs multiple meanings in his climactic scenes. 
This scene is climactic for the play as a whole in that 
with it, a series of ironic betrayals of masters by their 
false servants comes to an end; thereafter, Gardiner's 
175 Speed's History, which Shakespeare certainly used, 
acknowledges Cavendish openly as the gentleman usher author 
of the Li:fe or Wolsey, p. 779. Hence, Shakespeare knew well 
that Cavendish was Wolsey's gentleman usher. It is also 
important to note that the appearance of Gri:ffith in this 
scene is entirely Shakespeare's addition. The chronicles 
mention his presence only at the trial. 
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attempt to betray Cranmer is f'oiled by the king. The king, 
like Katherine, has learned by Wolseyrs example, although 
what he has learned is responsibility in his public capacity 
as king rather than the private self'-knowledge ·w·hich 
Katherine gains. In terms of' strictly external act.ion, the 
scene immediately preceding, in which Anne Boleyn receives 
an earthly crown, is the apex of' the plot, since she gives 
birth to the Princess Elizabeth, who at the end of' the play 
is hailed as the symbol of' a new and better era to come. 
However, in terms of' internal action, which is more important 
as this play is conceived, the climax is the scene in which 
Katherine receives her spiritual crown. It is, in f'act, the 
recognition scene of' the play; and it corresponds very 
closely in its position in the structure, directly af'ter the 
apex of' the external action, and in its symbolic manner, 
uniting all other elements of' the play by analogy, vdth the 
recognition scenes in Tudor biography and with those in 
Richard III and Sir Thomas More.176 In its symbolic ef'f'ect, 
it most particularly recalls the scene of' the f'alling cross 
in Cavendish's Lif'e of' Wolsey. 
176 This is Act IV:, Scene ~~, which is precisely the 
position of' the climac~c scenes in Richard III and Sir 
Thomas More. The approximate position of' the climactic· 
scenes in the structure of' these three plays is similar. 
This po·sition in the over-all structure is signif'icant 
.even if' the act and scene divisions were made by the 
editor rather than the author. 
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The ~ueents maidservant in this scene is also quite 
significant~ 177 She is a notable addition to the chronicle 
sources, and she is given the tag name npatience.n She 
represents a quality of character that Katherine and all 
the other major figures are shown to have acquired through 
their tragic experience. We have already noted that 
Buckingham lacked this quality before his fall and acquired 
it through his suffering. Wolsey also lacked it before his 
fall, but in the very end of his farewell scene,. after .he 
has recognized his former blindness,. Cromwell says to him, 
nGood sir, have :patience:n and Wolsey answers, "So I have. 
Farewell"(III.ii.458-459) ~ 178 Katherine herself lacks 
patience at the trial and leaves the court in a passion 
before the trial has in fact begun. But she too acquires. 
it through suffering and through the example provided by 
177 The symbolic significance of this character has 
been pointed. out by Foakes, p. lvii. 
178 This scene is not based upon any of the chronicles. 
The only authority for a farewell scene between Wolsey and 
his good servant, Cromwell, is Cavendish who writes, "My 
lord retorned in to his chamber lamentyng the departure 
frome his seruauntes makyng his mone vnto mr Cromwell who 
comforted hyme the best he cowld." Many of the details 
of Shakespeare's scene, including Cromwell's counsel of 
"paciencetr to Wolsey, were derived from Cavendish's: 
detailed account immediately preceding this passage. 
Cavendish, pp. 104-110. 
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W , . 179 I . olsey s suffer~ng. t is part~cularly significant 
that she proves it in the hour of her death. In her last 
speech before her death, she says farewell to her faithful 
servant, Griffith, but turns to her other faithful servant, 
. . 
Patience, and says, "Nay Patience, you must not leave me 
yet"(IV.ii.l65-166). The implication here is plain enough, 
for Shakespeare has been preparing the way for it throughout 
the play by pointed allusions and examples of :patience too 
numerous to quote. 
This pattern of :patience acquired through suffering 
was another.contribution of Cavendish•s biography. In the 
first mention that Cavendish makes of Katherine in the 
biography, he calls her na perfect Grysheld/ as hir pacient 
actes shall hereafter more evidently to all men be declared.nl80 
Nor is Cavendishts association of Katherine with the literary 
prototype of patience personified merely a passing reference. 
He deliberately emphasizes her patience both by her actions 
and by explicit use of the word, wherever he deals with her. 
179 In the trial scene Wolsey admonished the ~ueen as 
follows: 
" 
Wol. 
~Kath. 
Be patient yet. 
I will, when you are humble; nay, before, 
Or God will punish me. 
(II.iv. 7 4-76) 
Later, in her death scene, Katherine hears through Griffith 
how Wolsey was in,.d.:e.ed made humble and her patience is 
strengthened by hiLs e:x:a.mple. 
180 c d. b. aven J.S , 
chronicles. 
p. 35. This is not in any of the 
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But Cavendish also demonstrates that patience is a quality 
dirricult to acquire. He shows how even Katherine loses 
her patience momentarily at the trial and upon a later 
occasion when. Wolsey and Campeggio attempt to persuade her 
to withdraw her appeal to the Pope. 181 Wolsey, on the 
other hand, is shown by his actions and by explicit 
rererences to be lacking in patience in the beginning of 
his ordeal. Directly arter his fall from ravor, Norris. is 
sent to him by the king with a token girt to encourage him 
not to give up hope. Norris advises him particularly to 
tttake pacience,n but Wolsey has not yet learned. 182 Soon 
arter the recognition scene, the symbolic scene or the 
falling cross, Wolsey is pointedly shown to have acquired 
patience. Cavendish tells us that "he retched a great sighe 
rrome the bottoms or his hart sayeng ••• o paciencia 
Invincibi1is.n183 Thereafter, in both actions and 
numerous explicit rererences, Cavendish demonstrates that 
Wolsey has acquired patience through suffering. 184 
181 Both these incidents appear in the play. Cavendish 
is the only authority ror Katherinets spirited reply to the 
Cardinals in the latter scene. Cavendish, pp. 88-89. 
182 Cavendish, p. 102. This is not in any of the 
chronicles. 
183 Cavendish, p. 160. This is not in any or the 
chronicles. 
184 There are many examples, including a scene in 
which Wolsey admonishes another ror lack or 11paciehce. n 
Cavendish, p. 177. 
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This perspective, dramatically illustrating the growth 
or character through internal conrlict and the resolution 
or that conflict in a recognition scene which leads to self-
knowledge and the acquiring of the virtue of patience, is 
so clearly parallel in the biography and the play that 
Shakespeare is plainly indebted to Cavendish here for 
something more than raw material. Holinshed, even where 
Cavendish is an anterior source, is so prejudiced against 
both Wolsey and Katherine, or so rrightened of giving 
political offense, that ha deliberately avoids by omissions 
and paraphrasing the obvious perspective of Cavendish. 
Cavendish1 s perspective reappears in Shakespeare 1 s play 
and becomes, in fact, a determining factor of the design 
of the play as a whole. 
In Henry VIII, which is probably Shakespearets last 
play, the tragic perspective on man and life which integrates 
the structure of the play parallels the tragic perspective 
or Cavendish. We have already noted in passing, some or the 
tragic ironies in Shakespeare 1 s plot which parallel the 
ironies· 6~ Cavendish. These ironies imply that while man 
has a responsible freedom to make decisions that will have 
.. 
consequences in terms of physical cause and effect, his 
deeisions are also moral choices and may lead to unforeseen 
ends because of a mysterious correspondence between the moral 
and the physical world. As we have seen, this perspective 
190 
is often given dramatic form in Tudor biography by prophecies 
which later prove true in unexpected and usually ironic ways. 
There is one such prophecy in Cavendish which explains 
a passage in Henry VIII that Shakespeare's editors have 
never been able to interpret satisfactorily. Cavendish 
tells how he once walked with Wolsey in the king's gardens 
at Richmond where, among the garden fixtures, he saw a 
painted wooden statue of a ndun cowe .n Wolsey tells him 
that there is a prophecy concerning this "dun cowe." 
Cavendish writes: 
Ther is a sayeng/ qd he/ that whan this 
Cowe ridYt.h the bull/ than prest beware 
thy skull/ wche propheoye nother my lord 
that declared it ne I that hard it/ 
vnderstod thef'fect of thys. prophecye/ 
allthoughe that evyn than it was a 
workyng to be brought to passe/ ffor 
this Cows the kyng gave as oon of his 
beastes appurteynyng of antiquytie vnto 
his Ereldome of Richemona·wche was his 
auncyent enheritaunce/ this prophecy was 
after expoundyd in this wyse7 This doon 
Cowe (because it was the kynges beast} 
betokened the kyng/ And the bull 
bytokened mrs Anne Bulloyn (wche was 
after ~uene & the kynges wyfe)/ byca~se 
hyr ffather Sir Thomas Bulloyn gave the 
same best in his.cognysaunce7 So that 
whan the kyng had maried hyr (the wche 
was than onknowen to my lord/ or to any 
other at that tyme/) Than was thys 
prophecy thought of all men to be 
ffulfilled// ffor what a nomber of 
prestes bothe religious & seculer lost 
ther heddes for offendyng of suche lawes 
as was than made to bryng this prophecye 185 
to effect yt is not onknowen to all the WQrld. 
185 Cavendish, p. 128. This is not in any of the 
chronicles. 
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Shakespeare makes two allusions to this prophecy in 
HenryVIII. In the last act of the play, there is a scene 
depicting the public celebration of the christening of the 
newly born Princess Elizabeth, child ot King Henry by Anne 
Boleyn. The scene opens upon a porter· and his man, who are 
trying, rather unsuccessfully, to beat back the mob, which 
is pressing in upon the court entrance in a raucous mood of 
public celebration. Echoing the servant-master theme, the 
porter abuses his man for tailing to keep the cro·wd in or.der. 
And echoing the patience theme, the man answers, "Pray, sir, 
be patient." The porter continues to abuse him and finally 
the man answers: 
I am not Samson, nor Sir Guy, 
nor Colbrand, 
To mow 1 em down before me; but if 
I spar'd any 
That had a head to hit, either young 
or old, 
He or she, cuckold or cuckold-maker, 
Let me neter hope to see a chine again, 
And that I would not tor a cow, God ~ave 
her. (V .iii.21-26) 
To my knowledge, the last two lines of this speech 
have never been satisfactorily interpreted. The editor of 
the new Arden edition of Henry VIII (1957) remarks in a 
. . 186 
footnote that they remain "unexplained.n However, the 
significance of these lines is apparent in the light of 
the "dun cowen prophecy, which is not included in any of 
186 Foakes, p. 168. 
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the chronicle transcriptions or Cavendish. The birth or 
the Princess Elizabeth, being celebrated in this scene, is 
a rulfillm.ent of the prophecy. A ttchine" is a portion or 
.. 
beef and alludes to Anne Boleyn (or as Shakespeare calls 
her t 1Bullenn) • The cow alludes to the king, who begot 
the princess upon Anne. The words "a cow, God save hern 
·are obviously parallel to uGod save the king.n The porter 
hopes never to see a nchinett again because the christening 
celebration has got him in trouble with his master. The 
beating or the cuckolds and cuckold-makers over the head 
is an allusion to nprest bewar,e thy skull11 in the prophecy. 
The many other bawdy puns in this scene increase the 
certainty of this explanation. The play, of course, has 
dramatically illustrated the fulfillment or the prophecy 
in the rall of Wolsey, for which Anne Boleyn has·been shown 
to be responsible. 
Shakespeare also foreshadows the f~lfillm.ent of this 
prophecy earlier in the play. In the scene immediately 
preceding his fall, Wolsey is shocked to hear the news 
that the king intends to marry Anne Boleyn. He says: 
The French king's sister; he shall 
marry her •.. 
Anne Bullen? no; I 1 ll no Anne Bullens 
for him, 
There's more in't than fair visage. Bullen? 
No we~ll no Bullens. 
(III.ii.86-89) 
And in the next scene, which is based upon incidents in 
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Cavendish excluded in the chronicle transcriptions, he 
is undone beeause his letter to the Pope, designed to 
prevent this marriage, comes accidentally into the king's 
hands {III.ii~l99-204). 187 Thus, in his effort to avoid 
the fulfillment of the prophecy, he brings it about. This 
is precisely the irony which Cavendish calls attention to 
in his biography.188 The prophecy itself was probably 
still well enough known through oral tradition so that 
Shakespeare and some of his audience may have known o~ it 
in this way, but the suggestion for using it dramatically 
certainly comes from Cavendish. 
Shakespeare's ironic use of this prophecy, of the 
patience theme and the pattern with which it is developed, 
and of the analogies and contrasts between true and false 
servants illustrate how closely his tragic perspective in 
187 In Cavendish the king confounds Wolsey with an 
intercepted letter. Cavendish writes: tti hard the kyng 
say/ howe can that be/ is not this yor owen hand/ and 
plukked owt frome hys bosoms a letter or writyng and shewed 
hy.me the same," p. 94. Shakespeare's scene follows 
Cavendish here closely even in mino:v details. The incident 
is not in any of the chronicles. 
188 In reference to the ndun cowen prophecy, Cavendish 
writes: uTrust therfore (be myn advyse) to no kynd of darks 
Riddelles-& prophecyes/ where ye may (as many hathe byn) be 
disseyved and brought to distruccion/ And many tymes the 
Imagynacions &. travelous busynes to avoyd suche darks &. 
straynge prophecyes hathe byn the very occasion to bryng 
the same the soner to effect &. perfeccion," pp. 128-129. 
This passage is not in any of the chronicles •. 
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Henry VIII parallels that of Cavendish in the Life of Wolsey. 
It is also evident, from the borrowings noted, that he knew 
the biography in some form more complete than any of the 
chronicles provide, and that he found there something more 
than historical raw material. 
It is interesting to speculate on why Shakespeare 
returned to writing de casibus tragedy with the distinct 
formal characteristics of Tudor biography at the very end 
of his career. His earliest experience with this type of 
play was Richard III (1593?), unless we accept a date before 
1593 for Sir Thomas More and, of course, also accept his 
authorship of at least a fragment of it. 
It is, perhaps, significant that in all of Shakespeare's 
works, excluding the Sir Thomas More fragment, there is only 
one reference to More and that occurs in what is probably 
Shakespeare's last plaY, Henry VIII (1613}. The reference 
is in the scene in which Wolsey, after his tragic fall, 
says-farewell to Cromwell. Cromwell brings him news of 
the king1 s displeasure and Wolsey replies, "God bless him." 
Then Cromwell brings him further news. 
Wol. 
The next is, that Sir Thomas 
More is chosen 
Lord Chancellor in your place. 
That's somewhat sudden, 
But he 1 s.a learned man. May he continue 
Long in his highness• favour, and do justice 
For truth's sake, and his conscience; that 
his bones, 
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When he has run his course and sleeps 
in blessings, 
May have a tomb of 
wept on him. 
orphan's tears 
(III~ii.392-399) 189 
In the above passage, Wolsey, a former Lord Chancellor, 
wishes his successor well, but the audience would have 
known that More's "coursen would be to fall from this high 
,, 
office in his turn. If Shakespeare could have turned to 
the manuscript of Sir Thomas More and to the passage wherein 
More, in turn, is arrested for treason, he would have found 
there in a handwriting attributed to Anthony Munday the 
speech in which the character representing More says: 
I will subscribe to goe uhto the Tower 
With all submissive willingnes, and therto add 
My bones to strengthen the foundation 
Of Julius Caesars pallace. 
And the officer sent to arrest him would speak next as 
f'ollows: 
Sir Thomas Moore, Lord Chancellour 
of England, I arrest you in the kings name 
of high treason. 
(IV.v.l66-169 and 172-174) 19° 
If Shakespeare had turned to this passage while writing 
the parallel passage in Henry VIII, he might have noted that 
More speaks of leaving his "bones" in the tower. It is 
curious that in Wolsey's speech the same idea crops up. 
189 Although Cavendish is the only source of' Wolsey's 
farewell scene with Cromwell, there is no mention of More 
in Cavendish. 
190 This passage is in a hand attributed to Anthony 
~~d~y (Hand S). w. W. Greg, p. 52. 
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Wolsey says that when More's life has run its course he 
hopes that his "bones ••• may have a tomb of orphans' tears 
wept on him•·~ This is another very curious idea. It 
seems a rather meaningless image unless there is some 
reason to associate More's bones with a tomb of orphans tears 
and both with "Julius Caesars.pallace" or the Tower of 
London. If the image has no such functional meaning, then 
it is sentimentality. But meaningless or sentimental 
imagery is not frequent in Shakespeare. On the other hand, 
if we recall that More wrote Richard III in which he very 
vividly relates the murder of the two orphaned princes in 
the Tower and tells how the murderers buried "them at the 
stair foot, meetly deep in the ground, under a great heap 
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of stones," we may have a clue. The orphans' tears 
found a tomb in the stones of the Tower, by More's own 
report, long before his bones joined theirs to strengthen 
the foundation. It is also interesting that the Tower is 
spoken of as Julius Caesarts palace in a speech invented by 
Shakespeare and put into the mouth of one of these orphan 
princes in his Richard III, a play based partly on More 1 s 
Richard IIr-.192 
19l More, Works, I, 451. Holinshed, III, 402. 
192 Upon arriving in London, the orphaned prince asks 
where he will reside until his coronation. When his uncle 
Gloucester tells him he will go to the Toweri he says: ur 
do not like the Tower, of any place. Did Ju ius Caesar. 
build that place, my lord?t'(III.i.68-69) 
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If these multiple connections are pure coincidence, it 
is certainly very surprising. On the other hand, if they 
are meaningful, it is also rather surprising. It suggests 
that Shakespeare, in writing Henry VIII at the end of his 
career, may have been thinking of More not only as an 
historical figure but also as the author of a Tudor 
biography. It also suggests that he thought of More in 
connection with a play based on Roper's biography, Sir 
Thomas More, and even that he remembered its precise imagery 
or had something in writing to recall his memory. Furthermore, 
it suggests that a single mind was at work here, a poet's 
mind, connecting experiences and images far removed in time, 
by that logic of association which seems to know no time. 
Just such a mind was Shakespeare's. The association 
of images and memories connecting More's biography, as well 
as the play Richard III, with Roper's biography of More, 
as well as the play based upon it, with Cavendish's 
biography, and the play that Shakespeare was writing with 
this source before him--this association of ideas is not 
so surprising in a mind such as Shakespeare 1 s. It is more 
nearly typical than exceptional in a mind that so frequently 
demonstrated that a single poetic image can come close to 
suggesting the entire microcosm of a poet 1 s sense of the 
realities of life. Shakespeare's ·last words on the 
realities of life as he saw them, are. probably in Henry VIII. 
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It is quite possibly more than an inexplicable coincidence 
th~t his earliest and latest treatments of de casibus 
tragedy have so much in common with the Tudor biographies 
or More, Roper, and Cavendish. It is quite possible, in 
fact, that in writing Henry VIII Shakespeare recognized 
by implication the enduring paral~el between the tragic 
vision presented in these biographies and his own tragic 
sense or life. He refers to More by name and uses an image 
in that passage which makes little sense except as an 
allusion to More 1 s authorship or Richard III. He appears 
to pay a veiled compliment to Cavendish as the author or 
the Lire or Wolsey. There is no reference to Roper in the 
play, but an earlier play based on Roper's Lire of More 
appears to have come to mind. The speculation t? which 
these hints give rise deserves, at least, to be mentioned 
in addition to the demonstrated influence of the three 
biographies on the three particular plays. 
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Conclusion 
The conclusions or this study have already been drawn 
in its exposition, but they may be summarized as rollows. 
An analysis or the structural rorm or Morers Richard III, 
Roper 1 s More, and Cavendish's Wolsey has shown that these 
biographies represent a dramatic type or composition quite 
distinct from medieval royal chronicles, saints• lives, and 
the de casibus mirror literature. It has been shown that 
the dramatic form or these Tudor biographies achieved a 
tragic perspective on man and lire which radically differed 
from the prevailing medieval conception of tragedy. In the 
early Tudor period, they established a dramatic pattern 
for biographical de casibus tragedy which influenced the 
structure of other biographies, of chronicle transcriptions 
of them, and of biographical tragedies based directly or 
ultimately upon them. 
Since this form antedates The Mirror for Magistrates, 
the Senecan revival and the tragedies or Kyd and Marlowe, 
it is certain that it developed independently from any 
inrluence these ractors may have exerted on the evolution 
of Elizabethan tragedy. The particular characteristics of 
this form--a biographical focus on a single figure; a 
dramatic integration of external and internal conflict; 
a very speciric treatment and placement or recognition 
scenes within a dramatic structure; a symbolic and 
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dramatic irony; and a tragic perspective on man, natural 
causation and God's providence--make up a dramatic synthesis 
of tragic elements that is conspicuously "Shakespearean." 
This unique dramatic synthesis distinguishes these biographies 
from other pre-Shakespearean literature in which the 
de casibus theme is central and especially from the popular 
mirror literature. 'l'he channels through which these 
particular characteristics of Tudor biography reached the 
immediate sources of three plays attributed to Shakespeare 
have been defined. Finally, the influence of the biographical 
sources upon the tragic design of the three plays in question 
has been explicitly identified by pointing out dramatic 
elements in the plays which could not have had any ultimate 
source other than the biographies. Consequently, it has 
been concluded that these biographies represent an 
unrecognized factor in the environment of pre-Shakespearean 
tragedy which helps to explain the evolution of Shakespeare's 
tragic_design. They contributed to Shakespeare's heritage 
a pattern and precedent in dramatic form and tragic 
perspective for biographical de casibus tragedy. In terms 
of dramatic for.m and tragic perspective they illustrate 
more adequately a link connecting medieval de casibus 
tragedy with the Shakespearean treatment of this theme 
than the versified tragedies of the mirror literature. 
This conclusion may qualify the exclusive position of 
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importance sometimes attributed to the popular mirror 
literature in discussions of' the evolution of' Shakespearean 
tragic :form. 
In addition to the major conclusion stated above, it 
has been shown that these biographies were sometimes the 
direct and sometimes the ultimate source not only of' 
historical raw materials but of' specif'ic dramatic 
conceptions and themes in three interesting and moving 
dramas attributed in part or entirely to Shakespeare. 
Incidentally, in doing so, some additional light has been 
thrown on such problems as the disputed authorship of' 
Henry VIII, the uncertain authorship of' certain passages 
in Sir Thomas More, the interpretation of' Henry VIII 
and the explanation of' certain obscure lines in Henry VIII. 
These incidental observations tend to support the 
currently dominant opinion that Shakespeare wrote the 
whole of' Henry VIII and at least a part of' Sir Thomas More. 
If' Shakespeare did write all of' Henry VIII and a part 
of' Sir Thomas More, the weight of' the evidence of' his debt 
to Tudor biography is thereby increased. However, in any 
case, it may be concluded that Shakespeare's tragic 
perspective on man and lif'e was certainly anticipated and 
probably inf'luenced by Tudor biography. The major 
conclusion of' this study, then, is that these three Tudor 
biographies were a signif'icant :factor in the background 
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of Shakespearean de casibus tragedy. If this work helps 
to call attention to their intrinsic worth as art and 
their historical importance in Tudor literature, it will 
have served its purpose. 
Appendix A 
The following passage is a complete quotation of 
the tragedy of Candalus (Lydgate, I, 294-296). 
How Candalus of Lide was made 
Ookewold and aftir slayn 
Whil Iohn Bochas caste his look a-side, 
In his studie as he sat writyng, 
To his presence cam the kyng of Lide 
Callid Candalus, full pitousli pleynyng, 
With salta teris ful lowli besechyng, 
That he wolde, tasswagen his greuaunce, 
His dedli sorwe to putte in remembraunce. 
His compleynt was most off onkyndnesse, 
For fals deceit, ageyn al skile and riht, 
That wher his trust was most off gentilesse, 
He mokkid was, for al his gret myht; 
For off his hous ther was a certeyn knyht, 
Gigas callid, thyng shamful to be told, . 
To speke pleyn Inglissh, made hym a cokold. 
Alas, I was nat auysid weel beform, 
Oncunnyngli to speke such language; 
I sholde ha said, how that he hadde an horn, 
Or souht sum teerme with a fair visage 
Texcuse my rudnesse off this gret outrage, 
As in sum land Cornodo men them call, 
And summa afferme how such folk haue no gall. 
This was the cas: whan Phebus shon ful sheens 
The somer sesoun in his ascencioun, 
Whan soote braunchis wer clad in newe greene, 
Heete importable hadde domynacioun, 
Whan that the queen for recreacioun, 
Onprouyded that no man dede hir keepe, 
Upon hir bed lay naked for to sleeps. 
And, as clerkis off hir beute ~wri1ie, : 
Ther was a-lyue no fairere creature, 
Nor mor excellyng, lik as thei endite, 
Off semlynesse, hir stori doth assure: 
Callid for beute cosyn to Nature, 
And worthi eek, yiff I shal nat feyne, 
To be com.parid to Griselda or Elayne. 
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Kynde in hir forge list nothyng to erre, 
Whan she hir wrouhte, bi gret auysynesse, 
To make off beute the veray lode-sterre, 
And yeue hir fauour, beute & semlynesse; 
But for Nature hadde so gret besynesse 
To fourme a woman that was so fressh of hewe, 
She hadde forgete for to make hir trewe. 
Hir eyen were verai celestiall, 
Hir her ontressid, lik Phebus in his speer, 
A thyng rasemblyng that were immortall, 
So angelik she was off look and cheer, 
An exaumplaire off port & off maneer, 
Ther was no lak, sauf Nature, thoruh hir slouthe, 
Hadde lefft behynde to yeue hir feith & trouthe. 
And on a day, as she lay slepyng 
Naked a-bedde, most goodli on to siht, 
Ful onwarli cam Candalus the kyng 
In:t·o..· t.b.e ~chaumbr.e~ ;wher Titan shon ful bryht, 
And shewed hir beute onto his owne knyht, 
Ott entent he sholde ber witnesse 
How she e:x:cellid all othir ih fairnesse. 
And whan Giges gan in ordre see 
Ott this queen the gret excellence, 
He was enamoured upon hir beute 
Al the while he stood ther in presence, 
Gan ymagne a tresoun in silence, 
To slen his lord, withoute long tarieng, 
Wynne the queen, and afftir regne as kyng. 
. ' 
This was the eende, doolful and pitous, 
To be remembrid hatful and terrible, 
Ott this noble worthi Can.dalus; 
For off his· trust to moche he was credible 
Onto Giges, the traitour most edible. 
And yit mor foltissh, wherbi he lost his lift, 
Outward to shewe the beute off his wiff. 
Thouh she were fair & goodli on to see, 
Ther was no trust nor no sekirnesse, 
For other hadde as goode part as he, 
Giges koude bere theroff witnesse. 
Alas, a queen, or any gret pryncesse 
Assante sholde hir fame for to trouble, 
But yift Nature excuse hem to be double. 
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Appendi~ B 
The belief in the efficacy of invoking the sacred 
abstraction of threeness either in divination or in 
otherwise inducing a supernatural intervention in the 
natural order of things is frequently encountered in 
medieval saints 1 lives. Its ancient origin was probably 
in the number mysticism of the Greek Pythagor·eans from 
whence it entered Platonism and later the nee-Platonism 
of Plotinus and his disciples. Still later it became 
incorporated in the amazing eclecticism of medieval 
theology where the three emanations of Plotinus were 
equated with the holy trinity. 
The following two examples are from Aelfric 1 s Lives 
of Saints, dating approximately at the end of the tenth 
century. In both quotations the modern English rendering 
of the Anglo-Saxon by Walter W. Skeat is used. In the life 
of St. Basil; Aelfric writes that the Saviour appeared 
miraculously to Basil and administered the sacrament to 
him. Aelfric writes: 
Then the bishop was greatly astonished, 
and took the housel which the Saviour 
had blessed, broke [it] in three, and 
consumed one portion; the. second portion 
he caused to be kept to be buried with 
him after his departure; the third 
portion he caused to be set apart, and 
b~de to be wrought for him in beaten 
gold the likeness of a dove, and then 
hung it up above the altar, and put 
therein the third portion or the 
precious housel; and the dove ever 
arter stirred herself at Basil's 
mass, thrice~ at the time of 
houselling.l-73 
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In this passage it is evident that the number three is 
deliberately applied in a ceremonial way to produce 
supernatural results. 
In Aelfric's version of the legend or the chairing of 
St. Peter, Peter deliberately prays to invoke the trinity. 
His prayer is answered as follows: 
Thrice cried the voice from the Holy Trinity, 
Who is One Almighty God, ever indivisible. 
While Peter considered what his vision 
should mean 
there cried three men, knocking at the gate, 
and asking of the servants, whether the holy 
Peter 
had his dwelling there, desiring to speak 
with him. 
Behold then, the Holy Ghost told him or it 
and said, 
'Three men seek thee from the city of 
Oaesarea, 
arise, and go with them, for I have sent them.•l94 
In this case an intentional invocation of the trinity 
re.sults in a supernatural answer that is expressed in terms 
of threeness to identifythe answer as truly of divine 
origin. There is no need for Peter to interpret the 
significance or the threeness after the event, for he has 
consciously invoked the trinity and the divine voice has 
193 Walter W. Skeat, ed., Aelfric 1 s Lives of Saints, 
EETS (London, 1881), p. 59. 
194 Skeat, p. 227. 
207 
explicitly identified itself with threeness in the answer. 
However, threeness is not the only mystical abstraction 
which is consciously applied in a deductive manner in 
Saints 1 lives to bring about specific results. Another 
such mystical number is forty, which probably came into 
use because of its association with the forty days and 
nights of Noah's flood and with the forty years of Moses 1 
wanderings in the wilderness. For instance, in The Early 
South-English Legendary, dating from about 1300, the life 
of St. Theophilus offers an example. Theophilus is in 
doubt about the state of his soul. He enters a church 
and prays to the Virgin for Grace. 
On hire he cride and weop ful sore: 
·bope nyzt and day, 
Out of pe chapele he nouzt: ake euere 
pare-innE}.he lay. 
Fourty dayes and fourty nyzt: on hire 
he criede faste. 
hire milce, pat euere was so guodt heo 
scheowede him at pe laste:l9) 
In this pass.age the ceremonial approach is again apparent. 
Theophilus enters a church and by applying the mystical 
formula of a forty-day supplication is rewarded with the 
Grace he seeks. 
Another mystical abstraction in the Saintst lives is 
seven, a number which even today retains some connotations 
of magic. A telling example of the deductive scholastic 
l95 Carl Horstmann, ed., The Early South-English 
Legendary, EETS (London, 1887) , p. 291. 
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approach to this abstraction and its e~~icacy is in the 
"Lives o~ the Seven Maccabees" ~rom The Golden Legend, 
a compilation made about 1275 by Jacobus de Voragine and 
translated by Caxton in 1483. Caxton writes that the 
Maccabees are the only Old Testament martyrs honored as 
saints by the Church o~ Rome. However, he explains that in 
recognizing these seven saints the Church is deliberately 
implying a recognition o~ all Old Testament martyrs since 
the number seven has a universal signi~icance. He writes: 
The ••• reason is ~or the representation 
o~ the mystery, thff number o~ seven is 
universal and general. And by them be 
understood and signi~ied all the ~athers 
o~ the Old Testament worthy to be 
solemnised. And howbeit that the church 
maketh not solemnity o~ them because 
they descended into hell, and also because that 
there came such a multitude o~ new saints, 
nevertheless in these seven is done 
reverence to them all. For as it is said 
by the number o~ seven is assigned an 
university.l96 
This passage states explicitly what the previously cited 
passages have implicitly demonstrated, that in medieval 
hagiography the deliberate application o~ a mystical 
universal to a particular context was a recognized mode o~ 
thought. The ~act that the church itsel~ accepted this 
pattern is evidence that it was not peculiar to a ~ew 
isolated writers o~ saintst lives. 
196 William Caxton, The Golden Legend, ed. F. S. Ellis 
(London, 1931), IV, 153. · 
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TRAGIC PERSPECTIVE IN TUDOR BIOGRAPHY AND SHAKESPEARE 
Charles Frederick Herberger, Jr., Ph.D. 
Boston University Graduate School, 1960 
Major Professor: Professor Harold Ogden White 
The purpose of this study is to ·reveal the significance 
of three Tudor biographies, in the bae:kground. of Shakespearean 
tragedy. The three biographies, More's Richard III, Roper's 
More, and Cavendish t s Wolse:y:, are approached for the first 
time in a single study focused exclusively on their 
structural characteristics as works of art and on their 
significance in the historical background of Shakespearean 
tragedy. 
An analysis of the structure of the biographies reveals 
how they differ radicallY in form, and consequently in the 
perspective: on life which they project, from the medieval 
royal chronicles, saints' lives, and de easibus tragedies, 
forms to which they are generically related. Specifically 
it is shown that their structure crystallizes an aesthetic 
perspective on man in space, time and the cosmos which is 
humanistic, dramatic, and potentially tragic. This 
perspective foreshortens space, telescopes time, reveals: a 
progressive development in character, and makes: possible a 
recognition of man's tragic position in a world of 
corresponding plan~s of reality where God's providence 
works ironically through the apparently natural laws. of 
cause and ef'fect. 
Since this biographical :form antedates The Mirror :for 
Magistra1iea, the Senecan revival and the tragedies of :Kyd 
and Marlowe, it is certain that it developed independently 
:from any influence that these :factors may have exerted on 
the evolution of E,lizabethan tragedy. The particular 
characteristics of this :form--a biographical :focus on a 
single figure; a dramatic integration of external and 
internal con:flict; a very specific treatment and placement 
of recognition scenes within a dramatic structure; a 
symbolic and dramatic irony; and a tragic perspective 
on man, natural causation and Godts providence--make up 
a dramatic synthesis of tragic elements that is 
conspicuously nshakes:pearean." This unique dramatic 
'synthesis distinguishes these biographies :from other 
pre-Shakespearean literature in which the de casibus 
theme is central and especially :from the popular mirror 
literature. The channels through which these. particular 
characteristics of Tudor biography reached the ~ediate 
sources of three plays attributed entirely or in part to 
Shakespeare are defined. The plays are Richard III, 
Sir Thomas More, and Henry VIII. Finally, the influence 
of the biographical sources upon the tragic design of the 
three plays in question is explicitly identified by 
pointing out dramatic elements in the plays which could 
not have had any ultimate source other than the biographies. 
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Consequently, it is concluded that these biographies 
represent an unrecognized factor in the environment of 
pre-Shakespearean tragedy which helps to explain the 
evolution of Shakespearets: tragic design. They 
contributed to Shakes:pearets: heritage a :pattern and 
:precedent in dramatic for.m and tragic :perspective for 
biographical de casibus tragedy. In terms of dramatic 
form and tragic :perspective they illustrate more 
adequately a link connecting medieval de casibus tragedy 
with the Shakespearean treatment of this theme than the 
versified tragedies of the mirror literature. This. 
conclusion may qualify the exclusive :position of 
importance sometimes attributed to the popular mirror 
literature in discussions of the evolution of Shakespearean 
tragic form. 
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